



by Katie Otto 
730015967 












































Nota Bene:  "This manuscript is being submitted to the Honors Program and the Carolina Digital 
Repository at UNC Chapel Hill for archival purposes only.  As author and copyright holder, I 
retain and reserve all rights to any and all publication, dissemination, and digital online display, 
none of which may occur without my express written permission." 










































A little girl once decided she wanted to be an author.  





Dying Sun           3 
The Group           21 
Like Angel’s Wings          52 
The Eternal Lake          55 































 The night before my grandfather’s funeral, I stole his ashes. 
I crept down the stairs, cloaked in darkness, The only light was the soft green glow 
emanating from the kitchen stove clock that read 1:52 a.m. Being careful to avoid the 
floorboards that creaked, I took the shiny black urn containing the last remnants of my 
grandfather and wrapped my arms around it, pressing it against my midsection. I could feel the 
coolness of the metal through my thin shirt. A shiver prickled up my spine; the looming shadows 
of the living room seemed more sinister that night. 
 My mother’s brown leather purse hung next to the front door on a hook. I reached within, 
and took out her wallet, stowing a few twenties and her debit card into the back pocket of my 
tattered jeans. I reached for the doorknob, and…  
 “Sam?”  
 I turned, my heart beating loudly in my ears. My brother was standing there, wearing the 
superhero pajamas that now showed thin strips of ankle, a testament to how long he’s had them. 
His floppy hair fell in his eyes, as usual. The shiny black urn was balanced clumsily in my arms, 
reaching about a foot tall and decorated with a golden damask pattern. 
 “What are you doing with Grandpa?” 
 “Go back to bed, Andy.” 
 “If you don’t tell me, I’ll scream.” 
 He flipped his hair back and stared me down. A challenge. I don’t know if he would 
really do it, but I can’t risk it. If Mom wakes up, everything would be ruined.  
 “Fine. I’m taking him on…a trip.” 
 “What kind of trip?”  
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 “A special one.”   
 “Can I come?”  
 “No.” 
 “You’re going to the eclipse, aren’t you?”  
 I hadn’t realized he’d overheard my argument with my mother about this.   
 “Sam…Mom said no,” he continued. 
 “I know what Mom said. Now be quiet and go back to bed before she wakes up.” 
 I hoisted the urn up, letting it rest on my hip like a baby. Andy pouted, but I didn’t care. 
If I didn’t leave soon, I would miss my bus. I opened the door and stepped into the night.  
*** 
 When I was six years old, I looked through a telescope for the first time. It was my 
grandfather’s, and he had set it up late one summer night in his backyard. He told me if I looked 
through it, I would be able to see the moon. I remember laughing at him, because I could already 
see the moon—it was right there in the sky! I thought he was trying to trick me.  
 Still, I pressed my wide hazel eye to the eyepiece, brown pigtails swinging in the 
moonlight. I will never forget the feeling of that moment when I saw the moon, really saw it, for 
the first time. The huge orb was covered in craters and ridges and hung in the night sky as though 
suspended by thin wires stretching up to infinity. I leaned away from the telescope, and looked 
up at the moon with disbelief. How could this small, white speck be the same moon I had just 
seen through the telescope? 
 My grandfather smiled down at me, brown eyes crinkling at the corners, and scooped me 
up, twirling me around in night air. The world spun around me and I reached my hands up to the 
sky, as if I could reach the twinkling stars.  
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*** 
I couldn’t believe I really did it. As I walked to the bus station, a small voice in my head 
said, it’s not too late to go back. I could turn around right now and go home. Place the urn back 
on the mantle, return my mom’s debit card. Slip back upstairs into the darkness, avoiding the 
creaky floorboards, and crawl back into my warm, cozy bed. Wake up in the morning and put on 
the ugly black dress and itchy black tights that are draped over my desk chair, squeeze into last 
year’s black flats that will certainly give me blisters. Avoid eye contact with Andy at breakfast, 
pretend nothing happened. Go to the funeral, endure the hour-long service filled with 
meaningless words, and the hours after where relatives I can barely remember come up to me, 
pinching my cheeks and giving condolences that will do nothing to bring my grandfather back.  
 No, I have to do this. For Grandpa.  
 I checked my watch and quickened my pace. I’d been to the bus station once before, on a 
class trip to Washington D.C., but it wasn’t somewhere I went regularly, so I printed out a map at 
the local library and highlighted my path in yellow marker. Bland Street, the main strip of our 
little town of Bluefield, Virginia, is usually bustling with people during the day, but at night, the 
emptiness is eerie. I passed the gas station and consulted my map. Only two more blocks to go.  
 A breeze rustled through the trees above me and I shivered in the coolness of the summer 
night, clutching the black urn closer to my chest. Finally, up ahead, I saw the Greyhound Bus 
Station. A crowd of people were already there, chattering excitedly outside along the road. 
Everybody seemed like they know each other, so I slipped to the back of the crowd to patiently 
await the arrival of the special shuttle bus that would take us straight to the eclipse site in North 
Carolina. In front of me, a dad stood with his teenage daughter and a little boy who was 
practically sleeping standing up. To their side, an eccentric old man was already wearing his 
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eclipse glasses, even though it was the middle of the night, and a black t-shirt that had a diagram 
of the solar system on it. When the bus pulled up at exactly 3 a.m., he did a little jig and I had to 
keep myself from laughing. He reminded me of my grandpa.  
 We filed on the bus one by one, showing the driver our tickets or giving him cash. 
Grandpa and I had known we would be going to this eclipse for years now, but always planned 
on driving down a few nights before and making a trip out of it, so I didn’t have a bus ticket yet. 
When it’s my turn to climb onto the bus, I pulled out a few rumpled twenties that I had taken 
from my mom’s wallet and handed them to the bus driver, a small round man with pudgy 
fingers. He looked up at me, narrowing his eyes with suspicion. 
 “Where’s your family, kid?” 
 “They aren’t coming, it’s just me.” 
“Young girl like you shouldn’t be traveling alone. How old are you?” 
 “17,” I lied, feeling uneasy. Would that be old enough for him to leave me alone?  
 “You have ID?”  
 I shook my head no and hoisted the urn up to my side. The bus driver eyed the urn for a 
moment, and then turned towards the small crowd of people growing impatient behind me. With 
a sigh, he waved me along, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I walked down the aisle and found an 
empty seat next to the window. I nestled the urn between my knees and laid my head against the 
window, settling in for the start of a long journey.  
*** 
My head bumped against the window of the rattling bus, waking me up. I could see the 
slightest tinge of pink against the horizon, and the sky had gone from milky black to a hazy 
plum. Almost morning. The black urn rested haphazardly in my lap, and there was drool on my 
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shoulder from where I’d slept. I thought of my mother waking soon, and wondered what she 
would say when she realized her daughter and the urn containing her father had disappeared in 
the night. What she would say to the dozens of friends and family members traveling into town 
for his funeral.  
After using the telescope, I inherited my grandfather’s love for astronomy. Every 
afternoon spent at his house, I peppered him with question after question about the dark, 
mysterious world right above us. Where did the planets come from? How far does space go? 
Why can’t we travel to other places in the galaxy yet?  
My grandfather did his best to answer them, and his best was pretty good, considering he 
used to be a science teacher. He even bought us a book about space to read together. We would 
sit on the couch together, feet up on the coffee table, my head resting on his shoulder, reading 
and learning together. Our favorite chapter was the one about solar eclipses—we read it at least a 
dozen times over the course of my childhood, if not more. My grandfather always promised me 
that we would see one together someday.  
And now, even if all that’s left of him is ash and dust, we would.   
*** 
 When I heard he was gone, the grief filled my chest like cement. I couldn’t breathe 
knowing that never again would we look through his telescope together. Never again would we 
read books on astronomy together, or go to museums, or imagine all the possibilities of the 
universe. We would never see a solar eclipse together. When mother decided that the funeral 
would be held the following Sunday, my heart felt even heavier. The day of the eclipse, that we 
were supposed to see together, would instead be the day I said goodbye to him forever. 
 “Does the funeral have to be on Sunday?” I asked.  
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 “Of course, Samantha. That’s when the church will do the service.” 
 “But, the eclipse…” My voice trailed off as my mother’s eyes flashed in anger.  
 “You would rather go to the eclipse than your grandfather’s funeral? What kind of way to 
honor your grandfather is that? We have guests coming from all over the country to pay their 
respects. You aren’t missing his funeral just because you want an adventure.” 
 “But Mom, he always promised…” 
 “I know he did, sweetheart,” her voice softening. “But things change. I’m sorry.”  
***  
 The sun climbed higher in the cool blue sky. There were a few clouds, but they should 
hopefully clear out by the time the eclipse began. I checked my watch and saw that it was almost 
nine. We passed a sign that said, “Cashiers, North Carolina, 50 miles.” One of the many places in 
the country where in just a few short hours, the moon will completely cover the sun, and day will 
turn to night.  There was a crackling over the intercom and the bus driver spoke. 
 “Folks, as we approach the eclipse site, we’ll be running into some heavy traffic, so be 
prepared. We will still make it there in time.” 
 People all over the country are in their cars right now, heading to the nearest city or patch 
of grass along the eclipse path, chasing after nature’s greatest coincidence. If the moon were just 
a little bit smaller, or just a little bit farther away, it wouldn’t be able to cover the sun. It just so 
happens that from our perspective, the two celestial objects appear to be the exact same size, 
making it possible for the moon to block out the sun when their positions align from certain 
places on earth. Sometimes these places are really remote and inaccessible—like in Antarctica, 
or the middle of the ocean! But this eclipse, the Great American Solar Eclipse, will be seen from 
coast to coast, all over the country.  
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 That’s what my mother just can’t understand. All eclipses are rare, but an eclipse event 
like this happens once in a lifetime. We planned on going to this eclipse for the past four years, 
since I was only ten years old. We looked at maps of the eclipse path, picked the nearest city and 
booked our spot on the site as soon as tickets went on sale. We pre-ordered eclipse glasses—a 
special kind of sunglasses that let you look at the sun without hurting your eyes, since the only 
time it’s safe to look up during an eclipse with your naked eye is totality. All these years of 
planning and anticipating—how can that all just be taken away, in the blink of an eye? 
 She thinks the funeral is so much more important than this, but it’s not. Grandpa’s 
greatest love in life wasn’t church, or religion—it was astronomy. He went to school to study to 
become an astrophysicist, but had to drop out at the end of his sophomore year when his mother, 
my great-grandmother, fell ill. He worked as a coal miner to help pay the bills, but he never let 
go of his dream of studying the universe. He read all the books he could get his hands on, spent 
months saving up for his own telescope, took night classes at Shepherdstown College, and 
eventually became a science teacher at the local high school, where he founded the Astronomy 
Club.  
 He never stopped teaching astronomy, even after he retired. I used to spend Tuesday 
afternoons at his house growing up, where we would read books, watch documentaries, and even 
set up miniature models of the solar system. He always said that I was his best student, even 
though teachers aren’t supposed to pick favorites. It may be just an eclipse to my Mom, but to 
me? It was the field trip of a lifetime. 
I clutched the urn tightly to my stomach. My grandfather dedicated his entire life to 
astronomy—what better way to honor him than to take him to the Great American Solar Eclipse?  
*** 
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 Car horns blared as we sat on the highway without moving. A sign just ahead said, 
“Cashiers, North Carolina. 2.5 miles.” It was high noon and the sun beat down through the bus 
window. I wiped the sweat from my forehead, my stomach grumbling. All I could do was sit 
there, stuck in the middle of the highway, hot and hungry. I checked my watch. It was less than 
two hours until totality, and I’d been on the bus for nearly eight hours. The bus tour had 
guaranteed arrival by noon—that’s why it left in the middle of the night to make what is usually 
a barely four-hour drive. Yet there we were, at a complete standstill, several miles away from the 
path of totality. The intercom crackled. 
 “Hiya folks. As you can see, we are stuck in quite a bit of traffic. Reports say that it’s 
blocked all the way up the highway. Unfortunately, this means we are unlikely to make it to the 
eclipse site in time—”  
 Gasps went up throughout the bus, followed by incoherent grumbling. My chest tightened 
and I looked down at the shiny black urn nestled in between my knees. After everything I 
sacrificed to be here, I was going to end up stuck in the middle of a highway, right outside of the 
path of totality, with nothing left but the urn of stolen ashes.  
 A portly man wearing cargo shorts with a bulky camera hanging around his neck from a 
strap stood up. “This isn’t fair! We were guaranteed to be there by noon, now it’s already fifteen 
after and you’re telling me we’re stuck here?”  
 A chorus of voices chimed in with his, lodging similar complaints. I didn’t join; the lump 
in my throat made it impossible. Tears stung my eyes, and I hastily looked out the bus window, 
trying to wipe them away before anyone notices. 
 I felt a hand on my shoulder. Looking up, I saw a girl with soft green eyes and dark hair.   
 “Hey, are you okay?” she asked.  
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 I nodded, but the tears still streaming down my cheeks betrayed me.  
 “Come on,” she said, “Let’s get out of here.” 
 “Where are we going?”  
 “Don’t you still want to see the eclipse?”  
 The next thing I knew, she was dragging me up out of my seat and towards the front of 
the bus. Soon, the crowd of angry eclipse chasers followed. The driver tried to stop us, but the 
portly man with the camera grabbed the handle and wrenched the doors open, and we all spilled 
out onto the pavement of I-81 South, blinking in the sudden sunlight.  
 The girl smiled at me and freckles danced across her cheeks.  
 “I’m Emily,” she said. 
 “Sam,” I replied. 
 We fell into step with each other as we walked down the highway, the crowd of eclipse 
chasers around us growing as more people got out of their stalled cars to join. The sun beat down 
on our backs, and I wondered if it knew that already, the moon was eating into its side.  
***  
When I was eleven years old, my brother and I slept over at my grandpa’s house. We had 
slept over at his house before, of course, but this time was different. It was a school night. I had 
to get perfect grades on my homework and do all the dishes for an entire week for my mom to let 
me go, but Andy didn’t have to do anything. It was supposed to be just me and Grandpa, but 
Andy threw a fit because he wanted to come too. Little brothers always get what they want.  
 Mom packed up our lunches and our backpacks the night before, making sure that we 
remembered to bring our toothbrushes and clothes for the next day. As a special treat, she took 
me to the convenience store at the corner of our neighborhood and bought me one of those 
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plastic disposable cameras. So you can take pictures of the moon, she said. I wore my gray 
pajama pants with little sketched stars and moons on them and one of my grandpa’s old college 
t-shirts. It went down almost to my knees, but it was my favorite. Andy wore his superhero 
pajamas, of course, but they still fit him back then.  
 Mom dropped us off right before dinner and walked us inside, reminding Grandpa not to 
give us too much sugar before bed or we wouldn’t get any sleep. Andy and I started to head 
upstairs to our usual bedroom to put our things away, but before we could, Grandpa stopped us. 
 “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Where do you kids think you’re going?” 
 Confused, we both stared at him for a moment. He had that look in his eye that meant he 
had a surprise waiting—excited, and a little mischievous. He gestured for us to follow him to the 
back door, and sitting in the middle of the backyard was a huge silver tent. He had set up three 
camp chairs, and a campfire was blazing. The telescope was set up, too, though of course we 
wouldn’t be able to use it until dark.  
 “Cool!” Andy shouted, and raced outside.  
 “You didn’t have to do that, Dad,” mom said, but she was smiling.  
 I followed Andy outside, where he had already taken up residence in the tent. 
 “I call this side!” he said, throwing himself onto the tent floor and spreading out his limbs 
as if to make a snow angel.  
 “No way, you’re right in the middle!” 
 “Am not!”  
 I opened my mouth to retort but before I could, Grandpa poked his head inside, gray 
whiskers tickling the edges of the tent doorway.  
 “Who wants hot dogs?” he asked.  
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 With that, the fight was forgotten. We scrambled out of the tent and gathered around the 
fire, where several wieners were already roasting. Two hot dogs later, Andy’s face was smudged 
with ketchup and the sun was slowly going down.  
 “The lunar eclipse won’t be until the middle of the night, so we will have to go to sleep 
and then wake up again to see it,” Grandpa explained. I felt a little ripple of excitement go 
through me as I imagined what it would be like to see the moon catch fire.  
 Several hours later, we were shaken awake. 
 “It’s happening,” Grandpa said, “Come look.” 
 I shot up quickly, not sleepy at all, and pulled on my slippers. Andy grumbled a little bit 
more, but we managed to coax him out of bed with the promise of s’mores for breakfast.  
 Outside, everything was pitch black. The fire had long since gone out, and dozens of stars 
twinkled above us. Although we weren’t completely in the country, our town is small enough 
that the light pollution doesn’t affect the night-seeing as much as other nearby cities. The 
previously full moon had been turned into a crescent by a dark shadow cutting across its side.  
 “That’s our shadow,” Grandpa said. 
 “No, it’s not!” Andy said, pointing to the ground, “That’s where my shadow is!”  
  “He means the Earth’s shadow,” I said. I had to bite my tongue to keep myself from 
calling him an idiot, but I couldn’t risk saying something that would get me sent inside to miss 
the eclipse. Grandpa started explaining to him how a lunar eclipse happens when the Earth 
passes between the moon and the sun, casting a dark shadow over the moon until it turns red 
from the sunlight filtering and refracting through Earth’s atmosphere, but I stopped listening. I 
was too busy watching the shadow creep further and further into the moon’s face. 
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 Finally, the moon succumbed to the Earth’s shadow and glowed like lava, red-hot at first, 
but then cooled to a gentle copper, a giant penny in the sky. I thought this must be the most 
amazing thing I’ve ever seen, but then Grandpa caught my eye and winked. 
 “Just wait until we see the solar eclipse.” 
***  
 After a little over an hour of walking down the freeway lined with stopped cars, we 
finally reached the eclipse site: Cashiers, North Carolina. Hundreds of people wearing their 
flimsy plastic eclipse glasses danced to the music blaring out of a set of dark speakers and the air 
prickled electric with excitement. A few local folk artists had tables set up, where they sold 
ceramics and paintings of mountains. There was a craft station, where kids were coloring 
pictures of eclipses with white crayons against black construction paper. There was even a photo 
booth, where people could take pictures with spaceship and alien cutouts.  
 A pang ripped through my chest as I imagined how different that day would have been if 
my grandfather were still there. Dancing and laughing together to the music, buying a blue 
ceramic mug for my mother as a souvenir, seeing who could draw the best picture of an eclipse, 
taking goofy pictures. But despite all the people around me and my grandfather’s ashes in my 
arms, I was utterly alone.  
 The music stopped, a man’s voice replacing it. 
 “Okay everybody, only twenty minutes remain until totality! Go ahead and finish up with 
any purchases or activities here, and head on over to the viewing area, and don’t forget to put on 
your eclipse glasses!” 
 The crowd cheered and headed towards the field. I followed suit, and despite the thoughts 
of what could have been, the excitement in the air was contagious. After years of dreaming about 
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seeing a total solar eclipse, now that I was finally there, it didn’t seem real. When I reached the 
viewing site, most people headed right inside, but I still needed to check in. I scanned the field, 
and saw an older man wearing a yellow vest and a Cashiers Historical Society badge. He smiled 
brightly at me as I approached.  
 “Hiya hon, how can I help you?” 
 “Hi…I have a spot under my grandfather’s name, Brian Allen?”  
 “Let’s see here…yup, we have a Brian Allen down for spot 65.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 I took the two pairs of solar eclipse glasses and entered the field, noticing the way his 
eyes followed the black urn in my arms as I passed. His face was a strange mixture of confusion 
and pity. I was used to looks like those. I’d been getting them all day—an urn isn’t the most 
ordinary object to carry around with you, after all. But no one dares ask why.  
The field was lined with rows and rows of blankets with picnic chairs and pop-up tents. 
Everyone was settling in for the big event, gazing up at the sky with their eclipse glasses. I could 
sense that it was getting darker, even though my eyes couldn’t quite pick up the difference yet. 
Everything just looked a little off, as though someone replaced our reality with a new one, but 
couldn’t quite get the colors right. I passed by a tree on the outskirts of the field and saw slivers 
of crescent-shaped light coming through the leaves, a reflection of the eclipse up above. I 
admired the dancing light for a moment before continuing my search for spot sixty-five.  
 A bright blue tent caught my eye. A mom and dad were seated in camping chairs outside, 
holding hands and smiling as they watched their little girl and boy spin around in circles and 
shriek with joy. Tucked right behind them, I spotted an open patch of grass. Spot sixty-five. I 
made my way towards it, and set down the urn at my feet to put on my eclipse glasses. Instantly, 
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everything went dark. With them on, I could barely make out the shapes of my surroundings, it 
had all been turned to shadows. But tilting my head upwards, I could see the remaining sliver of 
sun, shining brightly through the dark lenses. The crescent continued to thin.  
 I pulled the glasses off, blinking in the sudden sunlight. Without them, you would never 
be able to guess that almost all of the sun has been covered. That’s how bright our star is. The 
only sign was the strange quality of color around us, as though everything had become just 
slightly unsaturated, and the shadows that danced through the leaves.  
“Sam!” someone shouted from behind me. I turned to see the girl from the bus, Emily. 
She waved at me with a big smile, and I could see the gap between her two front teeth. It 
reminded me of the eclipse up above…a dark shadow in the place of tooth. I waved back, and 
she jogged towards me.  
“I thought I lost you!” she said when she reached me. We had been separated in the 
crowd of eclipse chasers once we reached Cashiers, and I figured that was that. 
“You found me,” I said with a shy smile.  
She looked around my patch of grass, so empty compared to the others filled with picnic 
blankets and bustling families. She furrowed her eyebrows.  
“You’re all alone? I thought you said you were meeting your family.”  
 I shook my head. “It’s just me. Just me and grandpa, anyway.” I motioned to the urn at 
my feet, and felt heat rush to my cheeks. I looked down, not wanting to see the discomfort 
certain to cross over her face when she put two and two together.  
 “I’m really sorry, Sam,” she said quietly. I looked up, and she didn’t look uncomfortable 
at all. There was a sadness in her green eyes, an understanding.  
 “Why don’t you come to my spot with me and my family?”  
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 I hesitated, but before I could say no, she linked arms with me and smiled. Bending 
down, I scooped up the black urn, and together we walked back through the field, away from my 
lonely patch of grass, and towards someplace new.  
***  
 Emily’s spot was just a few rows down from mine. When we arrived, her little brother 
was running around and pretending to shoot people with finger guns, making laser sound 
effects…pew, pew, pew! Her father, a man with a dark beard wearing a flannel shirt, nodded in 
greeting when we arrived. He would look very serious if it weren’t for the eclipse glasses.  
 “Dad, Joey, this is Sam. She was on the bus with us.”  
 Her dad said hello, but the little boy chose to run up to me and shoot me with his finger 
guns instead. With a laugh, I shot him back using my free hand. He clutched his chest, falling to 
the grassy ground. Seconds later, he bounced right back up.  
 “You got me!” he said with glee. Then, “What’s that vase thing?”  
 I hesitated, and looked at Emily, not sure what to say. She crouched down next to him.  
 “Bud, do you remember when Mom got sick last year? And we put her in that pretty vase 
with the flowers on it? Well, this one has Sam’s grandpa in it. Does that make sense?” 
 He nodded, but still looked confused. 
“So why did you bring him here?” he asked me. Emily opened her mouth to try to save 
me from having to respond, but before she could, I answered.  
 “Well, Joey, my grandpa and I had a lot of special times together, and we loved 
astronomy more than anything. We always dreamed about seeing this eclipse together, and even 
though he’s not here anymore, I still thought he should come with me.” 
 Joey nodded again and went back to his finger gun game.  
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 “Why isn’t the rest of your family here with you?” Emily asked quietly.  
 “My mom just doesn’t get it.” I said, shaking my head. “She thinks we need some big 
funeral, but I know him better than that. He would’ve wanted to come to the eclipse.”  
 “So they don’t know you’re here?” 
 “I’m sure they’ve figured it out by now. The funeral was supposed to be this morning, but 
it’s kind of hard to have a funeral without the person who died.”  
 “You stole the urn?” Emily asked, a slight smile tugging at her lips, and I nodded. “Wow, 
Sam, you’re kind of a badass.”  
I couldn’t help but smile, cheeks flushing with both embarrassment and pride.  
 “Only a few more minutes until totality now,” said her father. If he’d been listening to 
our conversation, he didn’t let on. We fell into line at the edge of their blanket, standing and 
staring up at the sky.  
I looked up at the sliver of sun, watching it shrink and shrink until… 
A huge dark shadow whooshed over us and everything went dark. A few people 
screamed in fear, but most of the shouts I heard are shouts of excitement. A split second later, a 
halo of white light shone above us in a perfect circle. The light around the moon was small and 
beaded at first, and then burst out from behind the moon in rays beaming out into space. All 
around me, I heard gasps, laughter, and cheers. I clutched the urn tightly to my chest.  
“We’re really here, at the eclipse” I whispered, hoping with all my might that somehow, 
my grandpa could hear me, that somehow, he was seeing the miracle up above, too.  
I peeled my eyes away from the sky and looked around. Night had fallen all around me, 
even though it was the middle of the day. Birds were singing their evening songs and the cicadas 
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began their calls. Emily’s skin glowed in the soft light of the sun’s corona, her freckles sparkling 
like the stars in the sky above us. 
 Looking down at the urn in my hands, memories rushed over me like the moon’s 
shadow. Sitting in my grandfather’s lap, his beard tickling my forehead as he read to me. Trying 
to put together a model of the solar system to hang from my ceiling without the instructions and 
laughing when we mess it up. Falling asleep against his shoulder while watching science 
documentaries, because even though I wanted to watch, the narrator’s voice sounded too much 
like a lullaby to keep me awake. Looking through the telescope for the first time, and spinning in 
the moonlight, trying to reach the stars. If I closed my eyes tightly enough, it was like he was still 
there. I could still feel his rough, calloused hand in mine, the smell of cinnamon mixed with oak 
trees washing over me. I could hear him telling me that everything will be okay. 
I opened my eyes, staring up once again at the circle of light shining in the sky above me. 
I slowly twisted off the top of the urn and reached my hand inside. The cool, soft dust trickled 
and fell between my fingers. I took a small handful and gently scattered it, the ashes swirling 
through the air in the soft light of the eclipse. I imagined the ash floating up in the sky and 
joining the stars. I twisted the lid back on the urn. He would forever be a part of the universe.  
Emily slipped her hand into mine. Together, we watched as the rays of light shrunk back 
into beads and as the moon slowly continued along its path. Around us, the nighttime 
transformed back into twilight as more the sun was revealed, and soon it was day again. A hush 
had fallen over the field, and we remained standing for a moment, not wanting to lose the 
magical feeling of the eclipse. Emily squeezed my hand, bringing me back to the real world. 
 I looked over at her and she smiled. My cheeks felt wet and I realized I’d been crying. I 
wished I could live in that moment forever, but I knew that was impossible. In just a few hours, 
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I’d be boarding the bus to go back home to face the anger of my mother and the dozens of other 
relatives who had expected a funeral. But for now, nothing else matters. I looked up at the sky 
that had turned to day once again, and smiled, knowing that my grandfather is among the stars.  
   





















 When Noah found out that his family would be moving to the middle of nowhere 
Tennessee, leaving his hometown of twelve years behind for good, he thought it might just be the 
best thing he had ever heard. Finally, he would have a chance to start over. A chance to get away 
from the kids who used to be his best friends, but then decided that they were too cool for him 
once they reached middle school.  
Another chance at keeping his mother a secret.  
 It’s not that Noah didn’t love his mother. In fact, he was homeschooled up until third 
grade, so they used to spend every day together. His dad would leave for work every morning at 
exactly 8:32, and the second the front door closed, the adventure would begin. When they 
learned about different ecosystems, they went on a real-life jungle safari in the backyard. Noah 
hoped he would see a tiger, but settled for a few gray squirrels. When they learned about the 
pilgrims, they had a Thanksgiving picnic in the middle of the living room, complete with a whole 
roasted turkey and apple pie. And best of all, they went to the local library every single day, 
where Noah could check out as many books as he pleased.  
 Everything was perfect, until his mother joined the group. At first, she only met with 
them once a month, but it soon became once a week, which then became almost every day. 
Homeschooling had less adventures and more worksheets. Their library visits became fewer and 
far between, so Noah had to check out more and more books each time to sustain him, carrying 
teetering towers to the counter that made the librarian squint her eyes at him in suspicion. What 
are you doing with all those books, boy?  
 He didn’t know exactly what the group was, but he knew he didn’t like it. Besides the 
fact that his mother had less and less time for homeschooling, all of the women in the group were 
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so weird. Whenever it was their turn to host the group, a flock of hair-dyed and tattooed women 
would pile into their living room. Lots of them had furry legs and underarms, which Noah had 
never seen on a woman before. They would drink red wine and shout injustices that reverberated 
throughout the house. 
 When Noah asked his father why Mom cared about the stupid group so much, he shook 
his head and smiled.  
 “It’s just your mom’s newest hobby.” 
 Noah was well-aware of his mother’s hobbies. They came and went as quickly as 
lightning in the sky during a summer storm. For one week in first grade, they spent every day of 
homeschool trying to crochet rainbow potholders, which ended up in a box in the hall closet, 
half-finished and gathering dust. Another week, they went to every thrift store within a thirty-
mile radius, trying to find snow globes for every city in America. They collected coins and rode 
bikes and took hip hop dance classes and volunteered at animal shelters and made pottery, but 
nothing ever stuck. Noah felt comforted in the fact that the group was just another one of these 
hobbies, bound to last no longer than a few months.   
 But nearly a year later, the group was still going strong. His mother was still going to 
meetings regularly, and sometimes they even went on group field trips. To where, Noah did not 
know, but they always brought colorful posters with them. During this time, his mother let her 
legs grow fuzz, like some of the other women, and dyed a bright pink streak in her hair. She 
started wearing t-shirts with big black letters on them and stopped wearing lipstick. His father 
said she was too old to be dressing like this, but Noah thought it was cool. He even asked if he 
could get a bright blue streak in his hair to match, but it washed out after a few days. 
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The week before third grade, Noah found out that he would be going to public school for 
the very first time. His mother didn’t have time for homeschooling anymore.  
 Noah would miss the adventures with his mom, but he was a big kid now. And besides, 
he got to choose his very own new backpack and lunch box, and he would even ride the bus! 
Noah always envied the neighborhood kids who got to take the big yellow bus to school every 
day. He decided to think of going to third grade as a new adventure, one that was just his own. 
 The other kids were hesitant at first, they didn’t know quite what to make of the new 
homeschooled boy. But eventually Noah made friends who played jungle safari and dinosaur 
explorer with him on the playground at recess. They knew his mom looked different than other 
moms, but they didn’t seem to mind, although their mothers whispered about her behind closed 
doors. She kept going to the group meetings throughout Noah’s elementary school years, but it 
was never a problem. But once he got to middle school, it all changed.  
 It was November of his sixth-grade year. He and his friends went over to each other’s 
houses often to play video games and run around outside, playing basketball or football, until 
whoever’s parent said it was time to go home and do homework.  
 One fateful Tuesday, they were all in Noah’s living room, playing Super Mario Bros and 
snacking on pretzels and peanut butter, when his mother burst through the front door, followed 
by the rest of the group women. They were flushed with excitement, wearing “I’m With Her” t-
shirts and stickers that said “I Voted.” His mother smiled brightly at everyone. 
 “Boys, history is going to be made tonight!”  
 His friends snickered as the women walked into the kitchen.  
“What’s up with your mom, dude?” one boy named Elijah said with a smirk.  
“Yeah, did you see her legs? My mom says only feminists have hairy legs like that.” 
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“It makes them look like a bunch of monkeys, a bunch of man-hating monkeys!”  
Everyone laughed and Noah felt heat rush to his cheeks, embarrassed that his mother 
would parade the group through their home without warning.  
Noah’s mother re-entered the room, humming to herself with a smile. 
“History is going to be made tonight!” she said again, to no one in particular.  
“My dad says Hillary Clinton is a criminal,” Elijah said loudly.  
Everyone went silent, waiting to see what would happen. Noah’s mother frowned. 
“Well, Elijah, I’m sorry to hear that. And you know, you don’t have to agree with 
something just because your dad does.”  
 “My dad says Trump will be the best thing to happen to this country,” another boy said, 
“And my mom says you’re a dirty feminist who hates men, and that’s why you don’t want him to 
win, even though he’s going to make America better.”  
 A few of the women in the kitchen gasped, and marched out into the living room, ready 
to tell the kid off. But Noah’s mother held up her hand to stop them.  
 “I think it’s time for you boys to go home and do your homework,” she said in a calm 
voice that’s even scarier than her yelling one.  
 “But Mom…” Noah tried to protest, but it was no use.  
 “Now,” she said, narrowing her eyes and crossing her arms across her chest. The boys 
stood up, slinging their backpacks over their shoulders and smirking. 
 “Bye, feminist boy,” one of them whispered at Noah. His cheeks burned even hotter, and 
he wished the floor would swallow him up. The door shut behind them, and Noah watched as his 
friends walked away from him, somehow knowing it would be the last time they came over.  
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 “Now, where were we?” Noah’s mother said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
She went back into the kitchen and grabbed a platter of cookies with bright pink symbols on 
them: a circle on top of a plus sign, with a small fist on the inside. “Would you like a cookie?” 
 Heat rushed up Noah’s neck and he felt a ringing in his ears.  
“Why can’t you just be normal?” he shouted. “I’m done with your stupid group and your 
stupid cookies. I wish you weren’t my mom!”  
Noah’s mother stood there for a moment, her mouth dropped open in shock. She looked 
as though she had just been slapped. A small feeling of guilt twinged at Noah’s heart, but he 
pushed it below the anger that still bubbled at the surface, and ran upstairs to his bedroom, 
slamming the door behind him.  
 The next few weeks stretched out with long silences and awkward dinners, where Noah’s 
mother would speak with a forced politeness, trying and failing to get her son to engage. No one 
to pass notes with during math class, no one to pick him when they played dodgeball in gym. At 
lunch he sat with his history teacher, Mr. Boschauser, who was by all definitions a pretty cool 
guy for a teacher, but still not the same as having a friend. For the first time in his whole life, 
Noah felt completely and utterly alone. 
*** 
 On Christmas Eve, when Noah’s parents told him they would be moving to Crossville, 
Tennessee before the start of the new year, he wasn’t too torn up about it. They spent the rest of 
his winter break packing up boxes filled with old memories, and by New Year’s Day, they were 
off, rattling down the highway in their old mini-van, followed closely by the mover’s truck. 
 The drive was long, but Noah was comforted in the fact that he would never have to see 
his so-called “friends” again. The beauty of leaving before the start of the second half of the 
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school year was that he never even had to say goodbye. As they crossed over the rushing Pigeon 
River that marked the North Carolina-Tennessee border, Noah looked out at the mountains 
capped in snow, and thought about the new life that awaited him in Crossville.  
 He could start over, be anyone he wanted to be. He didn’t have to be the feminist boy, the 
boy with the weird mom, the boy without friends. Without the group, surely his mother would 
become a little more normal, maybe find a new hobby like bird-watching, or hiking. He could 
play an instrument, or join the science club, or kiss a girl. Maybe he would even go out for the 
football team next year. He could be one of the cool kids…as long as no one ever found out 
about the group.  
 Noah knew it was bad that Hillary didn’t win, but figured it wasn’t that big of a 
deal…there are always be more elections, right? But since the election, Noah’s mother was 
different. She was quieter, more subdued. The pink streak in her hair had grown out, revealing 
dark brown roots at the top, but she didn’t have the energy to care. Some afternoons when he got 
home from school, she was still in her room, bunched up underneath the covers, lying in 
darkness. Even though Noah was supposed to be mad at her, he was still a little worried. He 
hadn’t seen her like this since he was very little.  
 Noah vaguely remembered a time where he was going to be a big brother. His mother’s 
belly had swollen up as big as a cantaloupe, and she had said there was a little sister waiting for 
him inside. But one day, her and his dad went to the hospital. When she came back, the belly was 
gone, and so was his little sister. Noah didn’t understand where she had gone, or why his mother 
spent the next three weeks in bed, bunched under the covers just like she was in the days after the 
election. But now, driving down the highway, she seemed just fine. John Denver was playing on 
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the radio, and she was singing along, putting her arm around her husband’s shoulder and 
laughing. Maybe the move would be good for all of them.  
 About thirty miles outside of Crossville his mother’s phone rang. 
 “Oh, it’s Steph!” she exclaimed, and quickly turned down the radio to answer.  
 Steph. As in, the group Steph. What was she doing calling? Didn’t she know they were 
leaving North Carolina for good?  
 It was hard for Noah to tell what exactly they were talking about, only hearing one side of 
the conversation, but he knew it couldn’t be anything good. At one point, Steph must have said 
something really funny, because his mother started laughing harder than the time they had a 
chocolate milk drinking contest and Noah ended up snorting it out of his nose.  
 “Oh, Steph…you are too bad!” she said. Her wavy, shoulder-length hair bobbed up and 
down as she laughed again. Then, the conversation seemed to turn more serious. Her tone 
became more hushed, and the laughter stopped.  
 “I know, we really must do something.” 
 And then…the worst sentence that Noah could have possibly heard. 
 “Thank god we will be able to widen our reach now that I’m moving to Tennessee.”  
 Noah’s heart caught in his throat. The image of him as the cool, football-playing seventh 
grade shattered, and was quickly replaced by images of him sitting alone in class while all the 
other boys laugh, eating lunch at the teachers’ table, having recess in the library because no one 
would want to play with him. Of his mom coming to pick him up from school, with her pink hair 
and fuzzy legs and political t-shirt slogans, and everyone jeering. Feminist boy. Man-hater.  
 Noah’s mother hung up the phone, after promising Steph to send her updates on the 
Tennessee recruitment effort soon. 
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 “What recruitment effort?” Noah asked, rage bubbling up inside of him.  
 Noah’s mother twisted her head around from the passenger seat of the minivan to face 
him. She was still smiling, but there was a look of hesitancy in her amber brown eyes.  
 “Honey, just because we’re moving doesn’t mean—”  
 “So, you’re still doing the stupid group?”  
  “Noah, the Equality Sisterhood is important to me, please don’t call it stupid.”  
 “It is stupid. I lost all of my friends because of you.” 
 “Now, Noah, don’t talk to your mother that way,” his father interjected. 
 “Why not? You know it’s true. You don’t get why she’s obsessed with it either.” 
 The car went silent. Noah immediately recognized that he shouldn’t have said anything to 
bring his father into it. Noah’s mother turned towards her husband.  
 “Richard, is this true?” she asked.  
 He stared fixedly at the road stretched out ahead, trying to escape his wife’s glare. 
  “Well, Beth, you know I don’t pretend to understand…” he stammered.  
 “Absolutely unbelievable,” Noah’s mother said. 
 An exit sign flashed up ahead. Two miles until Crossville.  
 “Richard, you of all people should understand why this matters to me. You’re my 
husband. You’re supposed to support me.” 
 “I do support you, honey, I’m glad you found a hobby that stuck.” 
 “A hobby? Seriously, Richard?” Her voice grew louder.  
 “Oh, come on, Beth. You’re just doing your little protests and drinking red wine, it’s not 
like you’re writing laws or anything”   
 “Well, you know what, Richard? Maybe I will.”  
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 As the two parents continued to argue, Noah shrunk further and further into the backseat 
of the car, wishing it would swallow him whole. He had never heard his parents fight like this 
before, and it was all his fault.  
Then, Noah’s dad pulled off the highway and onto the small road leading to Crossville.   
***  
 “First day at the new school, honey! Are you excited?”  
 Noah shrugged. Nothing felt real yet. Their one-story brick house was still littered with 
cardboard boxes and stray packing peanuts, and they hadn’t even set up the television and 
gaming system yet (something that Noah fully resented). He had spent the last week of his winter 
break sorting through boxes and resorting to playing on his old Nintendo DS, which he had dug 
out of a box labeled “Noah’s Stuff, Misc.” He’d tried to explore the neighborhood a little, hoping 
to find other kids his age, but so far, he’d only met Mrs. Allory, an older woman who liked to 
wear pink velvet sweat suits, and her yappy Pomeranian called Missy.  
 “What’s a fine young man like you doing alone on a day like today?” she’d asked in a 
strong southern accent. “Don’t you have some trouble to make?”  
 “No ma’am,” Noah had responded softly. “Just checking out the neighborhood.” 
 “Oh, you’re with that new family, the Connors! I was s’posed to bring you over a 
casserole the other day, but Missy here got into it and made a mess all over my kitchen.” 
 Noah wondered vaguely how the tiny animal had managed to get onto the counter, but 
then decided that the woman seemed like the type to have stepstools just for her pets to get to 
places most people wouldn’t let them. 
“I’m Mrs. Allory,” she said, offering a withered hand with pudgy fingers.  
He took it, and shook. “I’m Noah.”  
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Noah had seen her on the street several times since, and each time she stopped him to say 
hello, promising casseroles that never came, while Missy nipped at his ankles. He figured at least 
he’d made one friend, even if that friend was sixty years his senior.  
 “You’re going to have a great first day,” Noah’s mother said, ruffling his hair.  
 “Mo-om,” he said, ducking away and reaching up to smooth his hair down again. First 
impressions were important, especially in a town like Crossville. If you’re the new kid, you’re 
stuck with whatever the other kids make of you for the rest of your life. If Noah showed up with 
messy hair, he might very well end up being the class slob—you know, the kid who never wears 
deodorant, always has spaghetti sauce stains on his clothes, and has a backpack full of crumpled 
up sheets of loose-leaf paper with no binders to keep them in—for the rest of forever.   
 “Sit down and have some cereal,” Noah’s mother said, smiling slightly at her son’s 
newfound interest in his hair.  
 “I’m not hungry. And I have to catch the bus.”  
 “Well, at least take a banana. And don’t forget your lunch!” she called after him, as he 
was already on his way out the door. He waved goodbye without looking back, and stepped out 
into the frosty morning air of Crossville, Tennessee.  
 The bus stop was three houses down the street from him, at the corner of Sheree and 
Phyllis street. The grass crunched beneath his steps, and his breath puffed out in front of him in 
wisps. As he approached the stop, he noticed that there were a few other kids there. Two boys 
who looked to be his age, wearing puffy jackets and beanies, were laughing about something that 
Noah couldn’t hear yet as he walked down the hill towards them. And one girl stood near them, 
but with several feet between them, doing something on her cell phone. She was tall, maybe even 
taller than Noah’s mom. Her hair was dyed the color of ink and she wore dark red lipstick that 
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stood out against her pale skin like blood on snow. As Noah got closer, he could see that her dark 
brown eyes were ringed with something that looked like smudged black coal, and she had a 
silver nose ring. She was definitely an eighth grader. 
 Finally, Noah reached the group.  
 “Hi,” Noah said, unsure if he should say more or leave it at that. The syllable fell flat and 
awkward in the cold mountain air. The boys stopped talking and looked over at him, and even 
the goth girl looked slightly interested. 
 “I’m Noah,” he continued, because no one said anything, “I’m new…we just moved here 
from North Carolina for my dad’s job. He’s an accountant, but works mostly with companies, 
and he just got relocated, so now we’re here.”  
 His cheeks went slightly pink, and it had little to do with the cold. The goth girl gave him 
something that looked like it was supposed to be a smile, but came off as more of a grimace, and 
then went back to her cell phone. 
 “I’m Todd,” said one of the two boys. 
 “And I’m Tom,” said the other.  
 Looking at them straight on, Noah could see that they were brothers. Twins, probably. 
 “Are you sixth graders too?” he asked.  
 They both nodded, and the three boys fell into silence again.  
 Noah was relieved when the rumbling yellow bus finally came rattling down the hill, 
emitting puffs of steam into the frosty air. It lurched to a stop right in front of the group of 
middle schoolers, and the doors were thrown open with a creak. One by one, they climbed onto 
the bus, nodding hello at the bearded bus driver.  
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 Noah took a seat near the window, and looked at the profanities scribbled in sharpie on 
the back of the cracked, fake leather seat in front of him. He felt comforted by the fact that no 
matter what other changes Crossville may bring, school buses would always be the same.  
After twenty minutes, they pulled into the drive of Glenn L. Martin Junior High School. 
Noah walked through the doors and into the hallway crowded with students talking in small 
circles and grabbing textbooks out of lockers. A bell rang, and everyone began making their way 
to class. Noah pulled out the paper schedule that his mother had picked up for him at the main 
office earlier this week. His first block was science with Mr. Shouperman, room 713. On the 
back side of the schedule, the main office included a small map of the school. He still got lost a 
few times, but managed to make it to his classroom just in time for the final bell.  
 Everyone else was already seated, and when Noah walked in all shuffling and side 
conversations stopped as they looked up at him. The teacher, a bald man with a ginger beard and 
large glasses looked up and smiled.  
 “You must be Nathan!”  
 “Uh, no, it’s Noah. Noah Connor.”  
 The class tittered, and the man waved his hands to quiet them.  
 “My mistake. I’m Mr. Shouperman, like Superman, but I don’t look as good in tights.” 
He smiled and the rest of the class groaned. 
“So, Noah, tell us a little bit about yourself.”  
“Uh, hi…I’m Noah. Noah Connor. My family just moved here from North Carolina, 
because my dad got relocated for his job. Um, I used to be homeschooled. I like playing video 
games, and being outside, and math. So, yeah.” 
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Mr. Shouperman smiled and ushered him to a desk in the third row, next to a pale girl 
with blonde braids and pink braces, and began their lesson on the skeletal system.  
New classes, new teachers, new students. Noah was relieved to see that the twins had the 
same lunch period as him, so he went and sat at their table with their friends Mike and Alex. He 
ate his lunch—a slightly squished turkey sandwich, apple slices, and carrots—and listened to 
their conversation, not really contributing much. They mostly talked about basketball, and Noah 
gathered that they played on a team together. He wondered if it was too late to join. When the 
afternoon announcements came on over the intercom and the final bell rang, he headed back to 
the bus lot for the bumpy ride home.  
“How was your first day?” Noah’s mother asked when he walked through the door.  
“Okay,” he responded, grabbing a yogurt from the fridge. He turned to sit down at the 
kitchen table (one of the few pieces of furniture that had been set up so far), but realized it was 
covered with half-folded purple pamphlets. “Join Equality Sisterhood” was blazoned on the 
front in bold black letters, and underneath was a grainy, black and white photo from their most 
recent rally. He stared at his mother for a moment as she continued to fold the purple papers.  
“Mom, what is this?” 
“They’re zines, sweetheart. Like mini-magazines, but less commercialized.” 
 “We’ve barely been here a week! We don’t even have a television yet, but you’re already 
trying to start up your crazy group again?”  
Noah’s mother took a deep breath, and smiled at her son.  
“Yes, Noah, I am, and I don’t care what you think about it. You can either help me fold, 
or you can go somewhere else and get started on your homework.”  
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Noah shook his head in disbelief, and chose the latter, stomping through the hallway so 
that his footsteps echoed against the empty walls, and into his half-unpacked bedroom. He shut 
the door loudly behind him, heart pounding in his ears.  
The following morning on his walk to the bus stop, purple paper glinted out at Noah from 
every mailbox on Sheree Street. Not wanting to look directly at them, Noah forced them to his 
peripheries, hoping that they would be advertisements for a local dry-cleaning service.  
No such luck. When he reached the bus stop, the twins were holding one of the purple 
zines, and looking at it with identical smirks.  
“Noah, check it out, some feminazi made a book.” 
Actually, it’s a zine, Noah thought, but figured it would be best not to correct them. 
“Yeah, we found it taped to our mailbox.” 
“Listen to this… ‘Take back your power from the men who oppress you, join Equality 
Sisterhood now’…what a load of bullshit!”  
The twins laughed. Noah’s face felt warm.  
“Well, you twerps obviously know nothing.” 
All three of the boys’ mouths fell open in shock, turning to look at the goth girl, unable to 
believe she was actually talking to them.  
“Whoever this lady is, she rocks. Fuck the patriarchy.”  
And with that, she went back to her phone as though nothing even happened. The twins 
shared a glance that was part amusement, and part fear. Great, Noah thought, the one person who 
will stand up for me is the weird goth girl. Glad to know I’m in good company.  
 They stood in silence for a few moments longer, waiting for the yellow rumbling bus. 
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 “I still wonder who made it, though,” one of the twins whispered, sneaking a furtive 
glance at the goth girl. She looked up at him for a brief moment, and rolled her eyes. 
 “It must be somebody new to town, we’ve never gotten stuff like this before.” 
 Noah’s breath caught in his chest. Who else could be new to town besides his family?  
 The twins must’ve thought the same thing, because they both turned to face Noah.  
 “Noah…do you know anything about this? 
 “Um, no…I have no idea where they came from.” 
 His voice sounded slightly higher than usual and cracked. Could he blame it on puberty?  
 “Wait,” one of the twins said, slowly flipping through the zine. “It says meetings are 
Tuesday evenings at 116 Sheree Street.”  
 “Noah, that’s where you live. You obviously do know something about this.”  
 Noah opened his mouth to stammer some kind of response, but thankfully the school bus 
chose that very moment to rumble over the hill. He breathed a quiet sigh of relief. The twins 
looked back at Noah with narrowed eyes, but boarded the bus without further questions. Noah 
was safe. For now, at least.  
 As the day drew closer and closer to lunch, Noah become more nervous. Who would he 
sit with? What would people be saying? Did everyone know? He sat in the back of all his 
classes, trying to blend into the walls. Any time a group of people laughed or whispered, he just 
knew they were talking about him and his mother. What could he do to keep this from ruining 
his social life before he even had a chance to build one?  
 After three painful hours, the bell for lunch finally rang. Noah walked into the lunchroom 
and headed towards the table with the twins, Alex, and Mike. He felt adrenaline pumping in his 
veins and his heart beating fast. Was it just him, or was everyone looking at him as he walked 
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by? Finally, he reached their table. One of the twins’ jackets laid across the extra seat, so Noah 
stood there, not sure if he should try to sit or just leave before they noticed him.  
 “Um, hi,” he said. The boys kept talking. Were they pretending not to hear him, or did 
they actually not hear him?  
 “I said hi,” Noah said, a little louder, patches of pink blossoming on his cheekbones as 
the people in the vicinity went quiet. The boys all smirked. 
 “Oh, hey, feminist boy.”  
 Noah’s mouth dropped open. Feminist boy. It had only been two days and already, all 
possibilities of being popular had disappeared. How did they know? How could this be 
happening again? Crossville was supposed to be his chance to start over, but instead he ended up 
right back where he left things in North Carolina.  
 “What, are you going to go cry to your mommy? Tell her the bad men in the world are 
oppressing you? Ask her to liberate you from the patriarchy?” 
 By now, the din of the cafeteria had all but disappeared, as people turned in their seats 
and craned their necks to see what was happening. Noah felt frozen, feet glued to the ugly tile 
floor. The boys laughed and gave each other high fives. 
 “Hey douchebags, you have a problem?”  
 Great. Goth girl had come to his rescue…that’ll boost his popularity points.  
 But, Noah had to admit, she looked pretty scary. Her heavily-lined brown eyes looked 
especially fierce, and her nostrils flared out, accentuating her nose ring. The twins raised their 
eyebrows at each other and exchanged identical smirks, but didn’t say anything. 
 “Come on, Noah. You can sit with us today.”  
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 Noah felt numb as he followed goth girl to a table in the corner, where a few other kids 
sat. There was a pale, skinny boy with brown hair and a Panic! At The Disco t-shirt, a girl with 
bright blue hair and a wrist full of colorful, rubber bracelets, and  a girl with a checkered black 
and white vest over a neon pink top and black braces. Noah didn’t know they made black braces. 
 Goth girl plopped down at the table and patted the seat next to her. Noah joined her at the 
table, very conscious of his forest green National Parks shirt and his packed lunch. They had all 
bought their lunches, and had Styrofoam trays with slices of square pizza and chocolate milk 
boxes in front of them.  
 “This is Noah,” goth girl said.  
 “Sup,” said the skinny boy, “I’m Adam.” 
 “Jenn,” said the girl with blue hair.  
 “Astrid,” said the one with the vest. 
 “Hi,” Noah said, still wary.  
 “We saw what happened over there. That was rough,” Adam said. 
 “Yeah, is it true your mom’s in Equality Sisterhood?” asked Astrid.  
 “And that she’s recruiting women to overthrow the male population?” asked Jenn.  
“Guys, drop it. We can grill him about the feminist stuff later,” said goth girl.  
“Come on, Rachel. I want to know if it’s true!”  
Noah looked over at goth girl, realizing he had never learned her real name. She didn’t 
look like a Rachel. She caught his eye, raising an eyebrow at his confusion. 
“Yes, my name is Rachel. My parents were really into Friends.”  
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 Noah managed a smile, and then sat and listened as the group steered the conversation to 
concerts they wanted to go see and complained about their classes. After fifteen long minutes, 
the bell finally rang. He gathered his half-eaten lunch and stood to leave.  
“See ya, feminist boy,” Rachel said with a wink. 
“Bye,” Noah mumbled, exiting the cafeteria as fast as he could.  
*** 
When Noah got home that afternoon, Mrs. Allory was sitting in his living room. Her 
purple velvet tracksuit stood out against the sea of boxes.  
“Oh, hi Mrs. Allory,” Noah said, shifting awkwardly from one foot to another.  
“Hello, dear. Come, sit yourself down and have some casserole.” 
She gestured towards a particularly large box placed where the coffee table should be. On 
top of it sat a glass pan steaming with veggies and cheese. Noah set his backpack down and 
joined Mrs. Allory on the gray couch, one of the only things in the room not shrouded in 
cardboard.  
“Noah honey, is that you?” called his mother from the kitchen.  
“Yes, I just got home,” he replied as his mother briskly entered the room. She wore 
tattered overalls with paint stains on them and a faded Life is Good shirt, strands of hair stuck to 
her forehead with sweat. She was carrying two mugs of coffee.  
“Hi hon,” she said, “Mrs. Allory stopped by with a casserole, isn’t that sweet?”  
Noah nodded. There was a rustling in the corner of the room, and Missy emerged from a 
pile of packing peanuts, bits of Styrofoam caught in her fur. She ran up to him and tried to jump 
on him, but she barely reached past his knee.  
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“Hi Missy,” he said, reaching down to give her a pat, but pulled his hand back quickly as 
she tried to nip his fingers.  
“So, Mrs. Allory, what brings you by?” asked Noah’s mother.  
Mrs. Allory wrestled with her tracksuit, and then pulled out a folded piece of purple 
paper. “I found this on my mailbox today, I figured you might have something to do with it?”  
Noah’s heart skips a beat. The zine. First the boys at school, and now Mrs. Allory? He 
really couldn’t catch a break.  
Noah’s mother smiled, but there was nervousness in her eyes. “Yes, you could say that.” 
“So, you made these here little booklets, and passed them out all around the 
neighborhood to good people just minding their own business. Are you really trying to start a 
feminist club, right here in Crossville?”  
“Yes, that’s correct.” 
Noah’s body tensed up, ready for Mrs. Allory to jump up out of her seat and start yelling 
at them, with little Missy joining the cacophony with a chorus of yapping.  
“Well, I think that’s a mighty fine thing you’re doing.” 
Wait, what? thought Noah. 
“You do?” asked Noah and his mother in unison.  
“Well, absolutely. I was fairly active in the second wave you know.”  
Noah’s mom’s eyes widened with fascination. “Really? Oh, you must tell me about it!”  
 “Well, I do tell, it was some of the best years of my life when I was in the movement…”  
Mrs. Allory and Noah’s mother settled into the couch, laughing and swapping stories. 
Noah felt a buzzing in his ears. First goth girl, and now Mrs. Allory? Was everyone on his side a 
freaking feminist? Why couldn’t anyone see how ridiculous this whole thing was? Noah just 
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couldn’t understand why everything had to be such a big deal all the time. Why did everyone 
have to get so riled up about everything?  
A key turned in the front door, and Noah’s father walked in. He had a little bit of scruff 
on his round face, and his black hair was slicked back with gel. His glasses sat slightly lopsided 
on his nose, and he wore a light blue button-down shirt and a red tie with little elephants on it.  
“You’re home early,” Noah’s mother said. 
“Yes, we have a late meeting tomorrow so I took a half-day.” 
“Hi there,” Mrs. Allory said, standing up and offering her pudgy fingers, “I’m Mrs. 
Allory from down the road. I’m sure Noah’s told you about me.”  
Noah’s father took her hand, smiling, “Hello, ma’am. 
  “We were just talking about the second wave. I was a big part of it, you know.”  
 His smile flickered, “Oh, how nice.”  
 “I only wish my ex-husband could have been as supportive of me as you surely are of 
Beth here. But, different times. Your wife is doing a real good thing, here. You’re a lucky man.” 
 Noah’s mother shot her husband a harsh glance, and he laughed nervously, seeming to 
shrink into his shirt. “Well, you know Beth, it’s just one passion after another.”  
 “Richard.” Noah’s mother said through clenched teeth.  
 “Well, it’s true! You are a very passionate woman…just, never for very long.” 
 “Don’t you start with me, we have company.”  
 The couple stared at one another, breathing heavily, and Noah felt his cheeks growing hot 
for the hundredth time that week. Mrs. Allory shifted awkwardly in her seat. 
 “I can see I opened up something uncomfortable here, I do apologize.” 
 “No, don’t apologize. It’s not your fault.” 
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 Noah’s father opened up his mouth to retort, but Mrs. Allory held up a hand. “I should be 
going. You all enjoy your supper. Missy, come.”  
 Mrs. Allory headed towards the door, opened it, but then turned back one last time. “And 
Beth, my door is always open. Stop by anytime, for any reason.”  
 She stepped out onto the porch, closing the door behind her. Noah breathed a sigh of 
relief, thinking the fight had been avoided. No such luck.  
 “What’s not her fault, Beth?” Noah’s father asked, nostrils flaring.  
 “It’s not her fault that my husband is an unsupportive ass.”  
 “Unsupportive? I’ve done nothing but support you for the past ten years! Your 
crocheting, your dance classes, your coin collecting. I’ve always supported it, Beth. Always. But 
I’ve had enough. It’s time for you to grow up and deal with life like an adult, instead of hiding 
behind these ridiculous hobbies.” 
 “This. Is. Not. A. Hobby.”  
 “Then what is it?”  
 “It’s important, Richard. All of those other things, yes, maybe I was hiding. I was lost, 
searching for something to give me solid ground. But this is different. This is real. And if you 
can’t understand that, then maybe we should just stop trying.”   
 The room fell silent, the air heavy. Noah could hardly breathe. This was all his fault.  
*** 
 Two weeks later, and the air was just as heavy in the Connor household. Noah’s father 
started going to work earlier, and coming home later. Noah didn’t know where his mother went 
during the day, but she was never home when he got home from school. Most of the time, he had 
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the house to himself. Rachel and her friends came over once or twice to do homework, but Noah 
just couldn’t relate to the eighth-grade world. He felt completely and utterly alone.  
***  
 On the morning of January 21st, Noah was sleeping soundly. But not for long.  
 “Noah. Noah. Wake up.” 
 Noah stirred and groaned.  
 “Noah.”  
 He opened his eyes. It was still dark out. He could just barely make out the silhouette of 
his mother, standing above him. 
 “What’s going on? What time is it?”  
 “Get up, get dressed. We’re leaving.”  
 Noah sat up, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Did she mean what he thought she did? 
 “I don’t want to leave Dad.” 
 “No, honey, I’m not leaving your father. We’re just going on a trip.”  
 “It’s the middle of the night,” he whined.  
 “I’ll buy you Starbucks,” she said, a sing-song lilt to her voice. Tempting. She never let 
Noah have Starbucks, she always said it would stunt his growth.  
 “Whatever size I want?” 
 “Whatever size you want.”  
 Noah got up, pulling on jeans and a Carolina Panthers sweatshirt. He shoved his phone 
into his back pocket, and as an afterthought, grabbed the old Nintendo DS. He might need it. 
 He crept down the hall in socked feet and into the living room, noticing with a pang that 
his father was asleep on the couch. This was the worst they had ever fought. He wondered if they 
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would get a divorce. He hoped not, even though all his old friends said divorces were awesome 
because you get double Christmas and double birthdays. He pulled on his Chuck Taylor converse 
and slipped out the door. 
 The car was already running, his mom in the driver’s seat. Noah opened up the passenger 
door and jumped when he saw Mrs. Allory sitting there, no Missy in sight.  
 “Hiya Noah,” she said. 
 “Mrs. Allory…what are you doing here?” 
 “Noah, go around back. We need to get going,” said his mom.  
 “But where are we going?” 
 The two women exchanged a glance, smiling slightly, but didn’t answer his question. 
Noah’s mother backed out the driveway and onto Sheree Street, heading towards the center of 
town. Ten minutes later, Noah had a Venti mocha Frappuccino in hand as they pulled into a 
church parking lot with a sign that read “Crossville First United Methodist Church.” Noah shook 
his head, confused. Why on earth were they going to a church at six o’clock in the morning? 
They weren’t even religious.  
 Noah’s mother pulled around to the back of the parking lot, and suddenly things made a 
little more sense. A Cumberland County Schools activity bus was parked there, with a swarm of 
women huddled outside, talking excitedly. Many of them were carrying brightly colored posters 
and wore pink-knit hats with little cat ears. They pulled into a visitor’s space and Noah’s mother 
turned around to him excitedly. 
 “Have you ever wanted to go to Nashville?”  
***  
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As the bus pulled out of the church parking lot, Noah looked around at the passengers. He 
was the only boy there, and the only person under the age of fifteen.  Suddenly, his mother stood 
and pulled a megaphone out from her brown tote bag, and Noah shrank further into his seat.  
“Good morning, sisters! What a fine day it is to visit Nashville!”  
The bus buzzed with excitement. Noah’s mother continued. 
“Thank you all for your dedication to the cause. We will be a handful of the millions of 
people who will be marching today for women’s rights, and Equality Sisterhood will be one of 
the thousands of grassroots groups represented. Now, let’s start a revolution!”  
 There was a flurry of pink hats and a rustling of posters as the women cheered, and 
Noah’s mother returned to her seat. She turned to Noah, her cheeks tinged with pink, beaming. 
 “Can you believe it, Noah? What a great turnout!” 
  Noah looked around the bus. “Is this all from the zines?” 
 “Well, partly. Mrs. Allory reached out to some of her old contacts as well. And, of 
course, we did a phone tree, we tabled at the public libraries, put up signs around town…” 
 So that’s what she’d been up to the last two weeks.  
 “Cool,” Noah said with a nod, not sure what else to say.  
 The bus rattled and bumped along I-40 West. Noah leaned his head against the cool 
window, watching exit signs pass by.  
 “Do you remember when we used to play the alphabet game?” he asked.  
 Noah’s mother smiled. “On our trips to visit Nana and Pop up in West Virginia?” 
 He nodded. “Q was always the hardest.”  
 The two fell into a mostly comfortable silence. Noah was still not sure what to think 
about all of this, but at least she couldn’t embarrass him too badly. Everyone there did support 
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her cause, after all. And there were a lot of people there—at least thirty, maybe more. Maybe his 
mom wasn’t so crazy after all, if that many people agreed with her.  
 Noah pulled out his Nintendo DS to play some Super Mario Bros. Forty-five minutes 
later, he had almost finished the first world when the bus abruptly turned off the highway for 
Exit 209. His mother stood up again and made her way to the front, holding onto the tops of seats 
on either side of the aisle for balance.  
 “All right, sisters, we will be arriving momentarily, so gather up your bags and signs. 
Let’s get ready to make history!”  
 More cheering. A few women shook their signs, making a whomp whomp sound. Noah’s 
mother returned to her seat, and then turned to look at her son. 
 “I almost forgot! I have something for you.”  
 She reached inside her giant tote bag and pulled out two knit hats with cat ears, one pink 
and one blue. She pulled on the pink hat, her pink-streaked mousy brown hair sticking out from 
underneath, and offered the other one to him.  
 “I didn’t think you would want pink, so I had Mrs. Allory make you a blue one.” 
 Wordlessly, Noah took the hat, turning it around in his hands. In his head, he heard a 
resounding chorus of, NO WAY. His mother looked at him expectantly, eyes shining bright with 
excitement. Reluctantly, he pulled it on, resolving to somehow lose it as soon as they exited the 
bus.  
Noah’s mother beamed. “And just one more thing,” she said. 
 She reached into the tote bag once again, and pulled out a piece of white poster board that 
said, “My Mom Went To The Women’s March and All I Got Was This Poster.”  
 “Pretty funny, right?” she said. 
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 Noah tried to smile. He could only imagine what the boys from school would say if they 
saw him wearing a blue pussyhat and carrying a poster at the Women’s March. He hoped to God 
that no one would ever find out about this. Not even Rachel and her friends. He would carry this 
day with him to his grave.  
 The bus finally pulled into a school parking lot, where dozens of other activity and 
charter buses were parked. They filed off of the bus and began following the crowd of other 
people heading to the march.  
 “We’re about a quarter of a mile away from Cumberland Park,” Noah’s mother explained 
to him as they walked, “That’s where the march begins. From there, we will march to Public 
Square, which is about a mile away.”  
 Noah nodded, shivering in the cold, January air. He felt grateful for the blue hat on his 
head. Maybe he wouldn’t try to lose it after all.  
 “And Noah, there’s going to be thousands of people here, so you need to stick by me, 
okay? I don’t want to lose you in the crowd.”  
 “Okay, Mom.”  
 They continued walking. Mrs. Allory was up ahead of them, telling one of the younger 
women about her times marching in the seventies and eighties.  
 “Oh yes, we went on many marches back in my day. The Strike for Equality, Take Back 
The Night, March For Women’s Lives…gosh, I just feel so young again, being here.”  
 After several minutes, they reached Cumberland Park. Even though the march wasn’t due 
to begin for another hour and a half, there were already hundreds, if not thousands, of people 
milling around, carrying protest signs and wearing the same pink-knit hats. Noah had heard 
about the hats online. They went viral after the President said something really bad. Noah 
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couldn’t remember what it was…it seemed he was always saying something or other that got 
everyone riled up.  
 His mother pulled out two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches from the tote bag, offering 
one to Noah. Even though it was only nine in the morning, he gladly accepted. The coffee in his 
stomach was desperate for a friend. While they chewed, Mrs. Allory made her way over. 
 “So, Noah, what’d’ya think?”  
 It took Noah several seconds to swallow; the peanut butter was really thick.  
 “Um, it’s cool, I guess. I’ve never been to Nashville.” 
 “You’re going to be a part of history, little man,” Noah’s mother said.  
 “Beth, do you want me to grab a picture of the two of you?”  
 “Yes!” Noah’s mother said, at the same time that Noah said,  
“No!”  
 Mrs. Allory and his mother turned to look at him.  
  “Noah, why don’t you want a picture with me?” asked his mother.  
 “I…I just, I have peanut butter on my face,” he finished lamely. God, what a stupid thing 
to say! Why didn’t I just tell her that I wouldn’t be caught dead in a picture wearing a pussyhat?  
 “Nonsense, here,” said Mrs. Allory, pulling a flowered handkerchief out of her pocket, “I 
usually use this for Missy’s drool, but you can have it today. Don’t worry, it’s clean.” 
 Reluctantly, Noah took the handkerchief, and patted his face. His mother handed her 
phone to Mrs. Allory, quickly explaining which button to press. 
 “All right, kids, ready?”  
 Noah’s mother put her arm around her son and beamed, holding up her neon purple sign 
that said “Get Your Hands Off My Policies.” Noah held up his sign, letting it cover his face.  
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 “Noah, bring your sign down. I can’t see your handsome smile.”  
 He slowly lowered the sign, unsmiling.  
 “Say ‘Women’s March’ on three! One…two…three!” said Mrs. Allory. 
 “Women’s March!” said Noah’s mother, while Noah mumbled something incoherent.  
 “Beth, how do I look at it to make sure it turned out okay?”  
 Noah’s mother walked back over to Mrs. Allory, and checked the photo. 
 “It’s perfect!” she announced.  
 Great, Noah thought. Just great. He couldn’t wait to be tagged in it on Facebook.  
 Noah’s mother and Mrs. Allory laughed at something he didn’t hear, and then Mrs. 
Allory decided it was her turn for a photo. As she posed, with her wild white hair sticking out 
underneath her bright pink pussyhat that didn’t quite match her tracksuit, and a sign that said, 
“I’m Too Damn Old For This Shit,” Noah turned towards the growing crowd and sighed. Maybe 
he was destined for a life of activism, since he couldn’t seem to escape it.  
 “Noah! Hey! Noah!” a girl shouted from afar.  
 Noah turned, and to his horror, saw Rachel and her friends waving and walking towards 
him. Rachel still wore all black, but donned a pink pussyhat that she had embroidered with the 
word “Fuck” in black thread. Her black combat boots were laced with neon pink laces. Astrid 
and Jenn both wore matching black sweatshirts that read “Feminist” in white block letters, and 
Alex had a pin that said “This Is What A Feminist Looks Like.” There was a fifth person with 
them that Noah didn’t recognize. She looked like a high schooler, and she had bright blond hair 
and sparkling blue eyes, and wore a baby pink sweater. She had covered her face in silver glitter 
and she shone in the morning sun. What was Rachel doing hanging out with someone like her? 
 “Nice pussyhat, feminist boy,” Rachel said with a small smirk.  
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 “What are you guys doing here?” Noah asked, a slight tone of panic in his voice.  
 “We’re here for the march, duh,” said Jenn.  
 “How did you get here? You weren’t on the bus.”  
 “My sister drove us,” Rachel said, nodding her head towards the blonde girl.  
 Oh, Noah thought, that explains it. The blonde girl beamed at him, eyes sparkling. 
 “Hi! I’m Tracey! You must be Noah! It’s so nice to meet you!”  
 Even her voice sounded like sunshine. Noah had never heard of two sisters being such 
polar opposites. It was like night and day…literally.  
 “Trace turned sixteen last month, so this is our first big adventure with Mom’s car.”  
 Noah nodded, shifting uncomfortably.   
 “Is that your mom?” Rachel asked, nodding her head towards the pair of women. Mrs. 
Allory had moved on from posing, thank god. Now they were just standing there, completely 
oblivious to the fact that Noah wasn’t with them anymore.  
 Noah nodded, “Yeah, and my neighbor Mrs. Allory.” 
 “I’ve been dying to meet her, that zine was the shit. Can we go say hi?”  
 Before Noah could say no, the group pushed its way past him. 
 “Hi, Mrs. Connor!” Rachel said in a voice more cheerful than he’d ever heard it. Noah’s 
mom stopped talking, and turned, looking the group up and down.  
 “Well, hi! Noah, are these friends of yours?” 
 Noah nodded, hiding towards the back.  
 “Oh my gosh, young activists! I love it,” Noah’s mother said with a huge smile.  
 “It’s kids like you that give me hope for the future,” Mrs. Allory said with a nod.  
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 They began to chat about some weird feminist term that Noah had never heard of—
Intersector? Directoral? Indirectionality? –and he stopped listening, looking out over the crowd 
of marchers. It’s funny, he thought, what should have been his worst nightmare actually, wasn’t. 
Sure, it was a little embarrassing, but nowhere near as bad as it could have been. After several 
minutes, there was a loud cheer in the distance. Noah’s mother looked up, then checked her 
watch.  
 “The march is about to start…Rachel, you all are welcome to join us if you want.” 
 “Oh, that’s okay, Mrs. Connor. But thank you so much for talking with us.” 
 “Of course, sweetie. My door is open any time!”  
 An image flashed in Noah’s mind of Rachel and his mom sitting in the living room, 
drinking red wine and talking about feminist theory. He shook his head, trying to erase the 
picture like an Etch-A-Sketch. Rachel and her friends began to disperse, waving goodbye. But 
before Rachel left, she turned back towards Noah and hugged him, whispering in his ear. 
 “Noah, your mom is so cool.”  
 Noah got goosebumps that had nothing to do with the January air and blushed. He looked 
over at his mom, who pretended not to notice, but a hint of a smile played on her lips. Rachel 
left, and Noah’s mother pulled out her trusty megaphone from her tote. 
 “Sisters, assemble!”  
 The group from the bus circled around Noah’s mother.  
 “It’s almost ten, so the march is about to begin. We will try to stick together, but if 
anyone gets separated, we will be meeting outside of the library in Public Square at noon. Now, 
let’s start a revolution that the world won’t be able to ignore!”  
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 A cheer went up in their small group, but it didn’t stop there. The cheers of thousands of 
other people surrounded them with an energy that Noah felt in his gut. The crowd roared like a 
waterfall as they began their slow march across Nashville. Noah looked over at his mom. Her 
eyes were shining with tears, but she was smiling. He might not understand feminism, but in that 
moment, he did understand one thing: his mom was pretty cool.  
 “Hey, Mom?” 
 Noah’s mother turned to look at her son, her face a mixture of hope and power. 
 “I think I get it now.” 
 She squeezed Noah’s shoulder with her free hand, tears now openly streaming down her 


























Like Angel’s Wings 
 Tattered, white Converse shoes pressed unsteady against dark wooden train tracks. Step, 
step, step…freeze. Ayla could see the flowing Potomac some seventy feet below, between the 
slats of the railroad bridge. Her long brown hair whipped around her face in the gusty wind, and 
her eyes watered as she tried not to look down. Across the state line, on the other side of the 
bridge, Grayson and Kat waved their arms and jumped around, cheering her on.  
 “Come on, Ayla! You can do it!” 
 “You’re halfway across, keep going!”  
 Ayla should not have been at a standstill halfway across the Potomac River Bridge at 
eleven o’clock on a Tuesday morning. She should have been safely in her desk at Shepherdstown 
High School, listening to Mrs. Johnson drone on about trigonometry and doodling small stars 
and moons in the margins of her notebook. She should have been watching the clock, counting 
down the minutes until lunch. But instead, she was teetering somewhere between West Virginia 
and Maryland, with only the birds in the sky to keep her company.  
 She did not know she would end up here when she woke up that morning. And she did 
not know this was what Grayson had in mind when she suggested they play hooky. Ayla thought 
they would go window shopping down Main Street, maybe buy an ice cream cone or sneak into a 
movie at the Opera House. Not cross the freaking Potomac.  
 “Everyone does this before they graduate, Ayla. It’s like, the law,” Grayson had said. 
 “Yeah, right,” Ayla had replied. “Can’t we just do something else? Preferably something 
that isn’t life-threatening, terrifying, or at risk of giving my mom a stroke?”  
 “It’s totally safe, Ayla. That’s why we checked the train schedule. There’s a solid 45 
minutes between each train, which is enough time to cross at least four times.”  
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 “Well, what if I fall? Maybe I have really bad balance, did you ever think of that?”  
 “You did gymnastics for five years. Just think of it as one really long balance beam.”  
 That’s the one disadvantage of going to school with the same people for your entire life, 
Ayla thought. Everyone remembers your gymnast phase.  
 “Please, Ayla. We can’t graduate without doing it. Even Kat agreed.”  
 “Kat? Our Kat, who is scared of bunnies, wants to cross the fucking Potomac?”  
 Grayson nodded solemnly. “Do you really want to be the only senior who hasn’t?”  
 And that’s how Ayla found herself seventy feet up, arms outstretched like angel’s wings.  
 “Come on, Ayla! You’re almost there!”  
 Step, step, step.  
 Ayla was almost three fourths of the way across when the rumbling began. It started 
small. If there had been a glass of water balanced on the tracks, there would have been just the 
slightest of ripples, like when you toss a tiny pebble into a massive lake. But then the rumbling 
grew to a roar, a craterous shaking that split the earth.  
Freeze. Ayla could feel the vibrating of the wooden tracks travel from the soles of her 
feet, up her legs, into her stomach, and all the way out to her fingertips. Her entire body shook 
with the energy of the tracks, as though she had been struck by lightning. In the distance, the 
train’s horn sang.   
 “Ayla!” they shouted, “Run!”  
 But she couldn’t. Her feet were glued to the tracks from the force of the shaking. The 
horn sounded again, louder. Ahead of her, Grayson and Kat were screaming and motioning like 
wildfire, but Ayla could no longer hear them over the roar of the approaching train. With a 
desperate pull, she managed to break her right foot away from the wooden tracks, but like 
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magnets, it snapped right back into place. A high-pitched whistle pierced the air, and Ayla turned 
her head to face the black locomotive that was racing towards her.  
Looking down at the swirling waters of the Potomac, Ayla knew she only had one option 
left. With a deep breath and outstretched arms, she squeezed her eyes shut and leapt.  
The cool morning air rushed against her ears as Ayla plummeted towards the water 
below. Falling , falling…freeze. Time slowed down. Suspended in the air like a fly in molasses, 
Ayla could feel every cell in her body prickling with energy. She looked up at the bridge above 
her, a crisscrossing of dark trusses silhouetted against the shining sun. On its back, the NS train 
rushed past, a dark shadow careening across the state line.  
Looking up at the sky, Ayla saw her mother in the clouds. She saw her mousy brown 
hair, her soft green eyes. She saw the way her freckled face will shatter when the police officers 
pull her daughter’s lifeless body from the river later this afternoon. She saw her father, too. Saw 
his salt and pepper beard, saw the way his face lit up every time she got him talking about the 
book he was writing. Saw the way that book would sit unfinished on his desks for years, after 
losing his only daughter. She saw her little brother, who would forever live obscured by the 
shadow of his sister. She saw Grayson and Kat, saw their puffy faces and red eyes. Saw the 
flowers that would pile up outside of her locker, saw the empty seat at their graduation, saw the 
headlines in the Shepherdstown Chronicle: Local student dies after fall from bridge.  
Falling, falling. Time sped up and Ayla hurtled towards the river once again. She could 
feel every inch of herself shaking, her body a fiery comet racing towards the earth. Her brown 
hair whipped out behind her, a parachute that couldn’t save her. She closed her eyes, stretched 




The Eternal Lake 
 When she opened her eyes, all she saw was white. A white so bright that it was like 
looking at nothing at all. She blinked, hard. Slowly, colors returned. A hazy blue stretched out 
above her, with wisps of swirly white furling and unfurling. A bright spot shone above, with 
yellow rays beaming out like a crown and a misty rainbow halo encircling it. She blinked again, 
and things came into focus. She realized the swirly wisps of white were clouds, the bright white 
spot the sun. She was looking at the sky.  
 She sat up, and everything went white again, the world spinning around her for a moment 
before going still. She shook her head, trying to make sense of the white expanse. It almost 
looked like— 
 “Clouds,” she whispered.  
 Swirling white clouds stretched out ahead of her, as far as the edge of the sky. Soft, 
rippling movements danced through the milky white landscape, with snaking rivulets that 
continued for miles. Puffs of white rolled beneath her. Every so often, a small hole would break 
through, and she could see all the way down to the earth.  
 She was in the sky.  
 Is this heaven? She wondered.  
 But she couldn’t remember dying. She couldn’t remember much of anything, actually. 
The rush of wind, a whistle, and then just the whiteness that went on forever.  
 “Oi, new girl!” a voice shouted. She jumped. A towering cloud ahead of her had parted, 
and from the mist emerged a silhouette.  
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 “Hello?” she called out. Her voice surprised her—it was lower, rougher than she 
expected, probably from lack of use. She tried to stand, and quickly lost her balance as her legs 
shook and crumpled back onto the soft, cotton-candy-like clouds. Again, lack of use.  
  The silhouette grew closer, and she could make out the form of a man. But something 
about him looked…different. His edges seemed blurry, like a mirage in the desert. Then, after 
several more steps that drew him closer, she could make out more details. He was draped in a 
light blue fabric that shimmered and shifted as he stepped, with a silvery white spiral pattern that 
twirled across his chest.  
 When he finally reached her, she realized that it wasn’t fabric, it was his skin. His entire 
body was the exact color as the sky, and the silvery white spirals were a perfect reflection of the 
clouds behind him. He looked invisible…almost. Shadows still revealed his form, and a dark 
stroke outlined him, as though someone traced him in pencil. But he was more or less 
camouflaged. Like a chameleon, she thought suddenly. 
 “Who are you?” she asked.  
 “I don’t know,” he responded.  
 She pondered that, and ruled it an honest answer. She didn’t know who she was either.  
 “Are you real?”  
 “I think so. Are you?”  
 She wasn’t sure how to answer, so she remained silent. She looked at the clouds eddying 
within him, noticing the way the sunlight broke through as it began to set. 
 “It isn’t polite to stare, you know,” he said. 
 “I’m sorry…I’ve just never seen anything like it,” she responded.  
 “You clearly haven’t seen a mirror, then.”  
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 She tilted her head, confused. He motioned his head towards her, and she slowly held her 
hand out in front of her, realizing that the sky was within her, too. She looked down at herself, 
and saw mountains of clouds gathering in her midsection, ringlets of mist drifting across her 
arms, rays of sunlight casting through her fingertips.  
 “Come with me,” he said.   
 She stood, stumbling again, but maintaining her balance. Arm in arm, they made their 
way across the desert of clouds, leaving a trail of soft footprints in their wake, like walking 
through snow.  
 As the sun continued to set, a watercolor painting of reds, oranges, purples, blues, and 
pinks spread through the sky, before finally turning black. She looked down at her body, and tiny 
pinpricks of light shone all over her like freckles. A crescent moon gleamed against her 
collarbone, and her whole body glowed with the wisdom of the universe. A few scattered dark 
clouds drifted through her chest, but other than that, the night was clear.  
 She did not know for how long they walked. Time had no meaning in the clouds. The 
crescent moon traveled higher in the sky, drifting up her neck, before resting in her right cheek. 
Finally, a wall of clouds rose up before them, a dark shadow silhouetted against the shining sky.  
 “Welcome to Kalani,” he said, and the wall of clouds parted.  
 “Ka-la-ni,” she repeated, unraveling the syllables like a spool of thread.  
 Beyond the wall, an island of clouds floated in the sky, covered with rippling ridges like a 
dragon’s back. Cumulonimbus houses sprouted up from the clouds in a spiral pattern, starting at 
the edges and working their way into the center of the island. There, in the center of Kalani, a 
glass lake shone, reflecting the dazzling Milky Way that glittered above the city of clouds.  
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As they crossed the bridge, she felt a tingling sensation at the top of head, that then 
traveled down her body all the way to her toes. She looked over at him, and saw that the night 
sky was melting away. Constellations dripped down his torso like a Dali painting, and the black 
universe flowed down him like ink, revealing tanned skin, dark brown hair, and bright green eyes 
that twinkled under the stars. She held out her arm, and saw the remnants of the sky drip away, 
leaving behind pale skin that glowed like the moon.  
“We don’t need it inside,” he explained.  
She looked at him, confused.  
“The veiling, so that the humans can’t see us. We don’t need it inside. Kalani has her own 
protections,” he continued. 
She nodded, but she still didn’t understand.  
He led her to one of the houses right on the edge of the island. It was no bigger than a 
shed, and the puffy clouds gave it almost a domed shape, like an igloo. A faint white outline of a 
door glowed at the center, but she had no idea how to open it. He approached the door, and 
pressed his hand against its furrowed face. Instantly, it dissolved, creating a dark, rectangular 
opening in the wall of the house. 
“This is where you will sleep tonight,” he said.  
“But, what is this place? Why am I here? What happens next?”  
“Tomorrow,” he promised. “Get some rest, you’ll need it. The first day is the hardest.”  
 She wanted to protest, but an ill-timed yawn betrayed her. She nodded, and entered the 
house. The second she stepped inside, the clouds reformed, sealing the entryway. For a moment, 
she felt panicked—what if she couldn’t get back out?—but the faint white outline glowed 
reassuringly in the dark. By the dim light of the moon, she could just barely make out the shape 
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of a bed. She made her way towards it, and crawled inside, pulling the thin, cirrostratus blanket 
over herself. Within minutes, the gentle rolling waves of the soft cloud rocked her to sleep.  
When the sun burned her eyelids red, she woke up. Rays of sunlight streamed through the 
walls, so that the clouds burned like golden embers, filling the room with light.  
She stood. Against the wall opposite the bed, there was a small desk that she hadn’t 
noticed the night before. On top of the desk, there was a frock that appeared to be woven out of 
fog—a creamy mixture of grays and whites that slowly drifted together and apart. She pulled it 
on, enjoying the coolness of the fabric against her skin.  
She turned towards the door, pressing her hand against it. The cloud dissolved, and she 
stepped out into the morning air.  
The clouds of Kalani practically sparkled in the daylight. The sun had just peeked above 
the wall on the eastern side, and the white  of the clouds under the streams of light was dazzling. 
You could see the blue of the sky directly above, but a circular wall of clouds surrounded the 
island, so that everywhere you looked was white, with the occasional patch of sky breaking 
through.  
“Morning, new girl,” a familiar voice called out.  
She broke her gaze from the sky and clouds above, and turned towards him. He too wore 
a garment woven with fog, but it didn’t cover much. His dark brown hair looked a little blonder 
in the morning sunlight, and she could see that his tanned skin was covered with freckles.  
“Ready to go?” he asked.  
“Where are we going?” she replied.  
“It’s time for the grand tour.”  
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They set off down the street lined with houses that grew more and more clumped together 
as they neared the center of the island. Though she saw no one, she could hear a quiet whispering 
that followed her with the breeze.  
Finally, they reached the center of the island, where the glass lake from the night before 
shimmered in the sun. Ripples of water gently lapped against the cloudy shore. As she stared out 
at the water, she felt like she could hear voices in the distance, too faint to make out.  
“This is Halia, the Eternal Lake.”  
 She heard him, but she couldn’t seem to pull her eyes away from the lake. She wanted to 
hear what the voices were saying. 
“This will be the choice you have to make, and it won’t be an easy one.”  
This caught her attention.  
“What do you mean?”  
“Let me tell you a story,” he replied. He waved his hand, and a gathering of clouds lifted 
up from the ground, forming a bench. They sat, and he began.  
“A long time ago, I was the first person to arrive on Kalani. I don’t know how I got here. 
I just woke up one day and I was in the clouds. Like a sailor lost at sea, I drifted through the air 
for what felt like an eternity. I would stare at this lake from sunrise to sunset, straining to hear 
the whispers rippling through the waters. I was all alone, with only the voices to keep me 
company. It was enough to drive me mad. I would press my ear to the water, begging them to 
speak up, crying because I couldn’t understand them. I wanted to throw myself into the water, 
drown myself in the voices, but I couldn’t. The lake is glass to me; I can’t go beyond its surface.  
Then, after what felt like centuries, someone else washed up to Kalani. I was practically 
vibrating with excitement—after all of my solitude, I would no longer be alone. Finally, there 
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would be a voice I could understand, a voice I could touch, a voice that could listen and respond 
to me. I took her across the bridge, and told her how I was so happy to finally have a companion. 
I built us a house out of clouds, and we lived together for a long time. We were happy, at first. 
We would go on long walks around the island, skip rocks on the lake, imagine our past lives. But 
after a while, she grew distant. She was tortured by the voices in the lake. She lashed out at me 
from keeping her from going to them, resented me for holding her as my prisoner. But she 
wasn’t my prisoner. She was my savior, an angel from another world, sent to keep me from 
losing myself here. I thought she wanted to be with me, too. 
 One night, she told me she couldn’t take it anymore. She burst through the clouds and 
ran towards the lake. I followed her, pleading, begging her not to leave. But she didn’t listen. She 
said she had to know what the voices were saying. Her skin shimmered in the moonlight as she 
walked into the water. It wasn’t glass for her. She kept walking into the lake until she was 
completely submerged. And then she was gone.”  
For a moment, everything was quiet. The only sounds were the gentle lapping of waves 
against the shore and the hushed whispers of the water.  
“What happens when you go in the lake?” she asked him.  
“You remember,” he answered simply.  
For a moment, the voices grew louder, surrounding her. She wanted to remember.  
“What happens then?” she asked.  
“You move on,” he said, “to somewhere that is not here.”  
He hesitated, and then continued.  
“After she left, I was heartbroken. I lay at the shore for months, calling out to her, asking 
her to come home. But she never did. But then, Kalani sent me someone else. I built her a new 
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house, I thought we could be happy, that things would be different. But she too, was tortured by 
the voices, and left me for her memories. And so it goes. Every single one of the houses on this 
island is for someone who was sent to me, but who wouldn’t stay. This island is my eternal 
solitude, my own personal prison, where the universe tortures me even more by sending me 
those who will never stay.”  
“Why tell me all of this? Why give me the choice to remember?” she asked.  
“It’s easier this way. Better for you to leave immediately than for me to grow attached.”  
 “But you said that it’s a choice. I don’t have to go.”  
 “You will. You always do.”  
 She looked out at the lake, letting tendrils of whispers slip into her ears.  
 “Why should I stay?” she asked, “If you want me to stay so badly, convince me.”  
 The corners of his mouth curled up into the start of a smile.  
 “Well, this is new. No one else ever asked that,” he said.  
 She remained silent, waiting for his answer. He obliged. 
 “We could be happy, you know. Living in the clouds, it could be our own personal 
heaven. I’m sure you’ve noticed how beautiful it is here.”  
 Wisps of clouds floated high above in the blue sky, where the sun rested. The clouds 
around them shimmered like they were made from diamonds. It was beautiful. 
 “And remembering isn’t always the best thing,” he continued. “It can be painful. I’ve 
seen people double over the moment they enter the lake, screaming with the agony of 
remembering, of knowing what once was, of knowing what will never be again.” 
 They were quiet for a moment more. 
 “So, what will you choose?” he asked, a wry smile dancing upon his lips.  
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 She thought about it. Maybe it would be better not to remember. To live in a blissful 
ignorance where she could have no sadness, no pain, no anger, no longing. She could spend her 
days floating on clouds, her nights staring up at the stars. And she felt bad for him, stuck all 
alone on Kalani with no one to keep him company. She didn’t have to be like the others. She 
could make her own choice. 
 “I will stay,” she said. 
 “Really?” he asked, eyes brightening.  
 “Yes,” she said. “But I do have one condition.” 
 “Anything,” he said. “Just name it.”  
 “I don’t want to be your prisoner in the clouds. If I decide to leave, you can’t stop me.” 
 He nodded in agreement. “I expected you to leave from the moment you arrived. If you 
decide to leave, I will only be grateful for the all of the time I didn’t think we would have.”  
 She smiled. “So, what’s next on the tour?”  
 “Well, there’s not much else, truthfully,” he said, laughing. “Halia is usually the main 
attraction.”  
 “That was dumb of you,” she said. “What kind of tour guide makes the main attraction 
the first stop? Haven’t you ever heard of saving the best for last?” 
 “Millenia of practice and I guess I’m still an awful tour guide, then,” he said wryly. “But 
come on, there’s still a thing or two I could show you.” 
 They stood, and the bench dissipated. As they walked away from Halia, she could feel 
wisps of the voices still clinging to her hair, weaving in and out of her ears.  
 Spiraling back out to the outskirts of Kalani, he took her to the very edge. The wall of 
clouds encircling the island stretched into the air like a skyscraper.  
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 “This is what you meant, when you said Kalani has her own protections,” she said, 
looking up at the dizzying wall. He followed her gaze.  
 “Yes,” he mused. “I imagine that the wall acts as kind of a shield, or a camouflage.” 
 “They can’t see us, and we can’t see them,” she said.  
 “Well, almost,” he responded. “Come here.”  
 He placed his hand against the wall, and began working his way counterclockwise, 
counting quietly under his breath. Finally, just after fourteen, he straightened up. 
 “Here,” he said, placing her hand against the wall. “Do you feel that?”  
 She did. Just underneath the soft, swirling surface of the wall, there was a hard, tiny 
bump, no larger than a pebble.  
 “Press your palm against it, hard.”  
 Once she did, the clouds melted away, revealing an archway with a window of blue sky. 
At the base, a path of clouds stretched out into the open air. 
He ducked through the arch, carefully walking along the narrow path. She began to 
follow, but froze the moment she was under the arch. Looking down at the earth, she felt a 
dizzying vertigo that traveled all the way up her body, reverberating in her brain. Her breaths 
started coming faster and faster, and she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. She was 
drowning, gasping for breath in the middle of the sky. She knew she would fall.  
She collapsed to her knees, clinging to the path on all fours. A rumbling sound 
surrounded her, and a high-pitched whistle pierced her ears, a violent crescendo that she felt deep 
inside her core.  
Then suddenly, a hand was on her shoulder and everything faded away.  
“What’s going on, are you okay?” he asked with concern.  
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Her throat felt raw and she realized she had been screaming. She shook her head.  
“No, I don’t know…there was this rumbling, like an earthquake, and a whistle…and 
everything was dark and dizzy and I felt like I was falling and—”  
“Shhh, it’s okay, you’re okay,” he said, wiping a tear from her cheek.  
“I thought I was dying,” she whispered.  
“You’re not dying,” he answered firmly. “You’re here, you’re right here.”  
Her breathing finally slowed. Her lungs felt full.  
“Come on, let’s go back. We don’t have to do this today.”  
She nodded in agreement, and scooted on her bottom back through the arch, not standing 
until she was back inside Kalani’s borders.  
That night, as she lay atop her bed of clouds, the whispering filled her ears, like waves 
crashing against the shore. Eventually, she drifted to sleep, the whispering becoming a blanket 
that wrapped her up safe.  
When the sun burned her room orange she woke for her second day on Kalani. Outside, 
he was waiting for her.  
“Morning, new girl,” he said.  
She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. The sounds of the rumbling still echoed in 
her mind.  
Arm in arm, they spiraled inland. When they reached the glass lake, he reached into the 
clouds and pulled out a handful of stones for skipping. She took one, turning it over in her hands. 
It was smooth, like a marble and cold like ice. When a small puddle formed in her palms, she 
realized it was ice.  
“Hail,” she said.  
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He smiled, and cast one out onto the lake. It skipped one, two, three times before sinking 
into the depths of the water. Rings of ripples spread through the water until they reached the 
cloudy shore, making the glass dance in the sunlight.  
She took a turn, but it only skipped once before disappearing. Back and forth they went, 
skipping rocks in a comfortable silence, save for the voices that twisted and curled around the 
lake. The sun traveled up the sky, warming their backs.  
“Where did Kalani come from?” she asked after a while.  
“I’m not sure,” he replied. “I think she must have always been here.” 
“That’s a non-answer,” she said.  
“Well, I guess someone built her.” 
“God?” 
“The universe, probably.”  
“Was she built for you?”  
He hesitated. “I don’t know…I guess, she must’ve been. I’m the only one who is always 
here, the only one who can never leave.” 
“But why? Why you?”  
“I don’t know,” he said, frustrated. “Why are you asking me so many questions that I 
don’t have answers to? I already told you what I know. I washed up here one day, and I’ve been 
here ever since. I don’t know who I am, I don’t know why I’m here.”  
She was quiet. She hadn’t heard him angry yet.  
“I’m sorry,” she said.  
“It’s not your fault,” he replied with a sigh. “It’s just hard, seeing so many people come 
and go. So many people who are allowed to leave, allowed to remember.”  
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“I thought you said remembering is painful.”  
“It can be.”  
She gazed out upon the lake, letting the voices wrap around her. She felt a lurch of 
longing in her gut, longing to join them, to understand them. She had sudden desire to run into 
the waters, pulling the voices into her lungs. But then she remembered the rumbling, the whistle. 
Though she had none, a tiny voice in her head said that they were the beginnings of a memory. 
And reliving the beginning of that memory on the path had certainly been painful. It’s better not 
to know, she reminded herself.   
Days stretched into weeks, weeks stretched into months, months stretched into years. Her 
time on Kalani felt both fleeting and eternal. They spent their days spiraling in and out of the 
island, circling the glass lake and then returning to the edges. They skipped rocks, and made up 
stories, and talked about the universe. They peered through the wispy windows in the clouds, 
looking down towards the earth, imagining what would happen if they jumped. On clear nights, 
they laid outside on top of clouds, looking up at the glittering stars above and drawing pictures 
like connect-the-dots between them with their fingers. 
She was happy, mostly. The voices still called to her, tendrils of whispers clinging to her 
everywhere she went on the island, reminding her of what could be. 
Then one night, the voices entered her dreams, calling out to her. She woke suddenly, 
sitting up in her bed of clouds, breathing heavily. Then, she felt something wet drip on her head. 
A slight pitter patter mixed in with the whispers. It was raining.  
It had never rained in Kalani. She wondered if it was a sign. She pulled on her wispy 
dress, wishing desperately for a rain jacket. On a whim, she returned to her bed and gathered up 
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an armful of clouds, throwing them over her shoulders like a shawl. She pressed her palm to the 
door and stepped out into the rainy night.  
 Everything was dark. The light of the moon and stars could not reach her through the 
thick expanse of storm clouds that lingered above Kalani, connecting with the edge of the 
surrounding wall like a lid. For the first time, being unable to see the world outside of the island, 
she felt really and truly trapped. Her breath sped up as she felt the walls closing in on her. She 
was drowning again, suffocating on the dark clouds that were all around her.  
 Then, she remembered the archway that she had avoided since her first day on Kalani. 
Being able to see all the way down to earth was terrifying then, but now, it seemed like the float 
that would keep her from drowning. As she made her way towards the edge of the island, the rain 
picked up, pricking against her skin and making her shiver in the cold gusts of wind. She reached 
the spot from before, and looked up at the wall in front of her. Once dizzyingly beautiful, it now 
seemed to loom ominously above her. The clouds swirled black like ink in the night, and 
electricity crackled and sparked within. She placed her hand against its puffed face, half-
expecting to be shocked, and worked her way counter clockwise. One, two, three…fourteen. She 
felt around for the hard knob, but all she felt was the soft clouds. She pressed her palm against 
the clouds over and over again, harder each time. 
 She let out a cry of frustration, and started beating against the wall with her fists. 
 “Let me out! Let me out! Let me out!” she shouted. The wall remained unmoving.  
 “What are you doing?” a voice behind her asked. 
 From the shadows, emerged the silhouette of the only other person on the island.  
 “I need fresh air,” she said. 
 “We live in the clouds. The fresh air is all around us,” he replied.  
 70 
 “Logically, yes. But…with the storm, I’m feeling trapped. I need to see out, I need to 
know that the world is still out there. But I can’t find the knot.” 
 He moved towards her, placing his palm against the clouds. After a few moments of 
moving it around, he nods.  
 “Here, it’s right here. You were off by just half a step.”  
 She placed her hand on top of his, and together they pressed against the wall. The clouds 
dissolved, revealing the path that stretched out into the night sky. She pulled a deep breath of air 
into her lungs. Though the sky was still obscured by the mass of storm clouds, city lights winked 
up at her from the ground. 
 “See? You’re not trapped. It’s okay,” he said, pulling her into his arms. She laid her head 
against his chest, listening to the metronome of his heartbeat. He rested his chin on her head, and 
sighed. 
 “You scared me,” he admitted quietly. 
 “How?” she asked.  
 “I thought you wanted to leave.”  
 Lightning crackled through the air, and moments later, a rumbling of thunder, too. But 
the rumbling didn’t stop. It grew louder and louder, threatening to burst her ear drums. The high-
pitched whistle sounded, piercing through her and threatening to break her in two. Then, an 
image of water swirling beneath a dark brown bridge flashed before her eyes. The voices rushed 
around her, circling her tighter and tighter until all she could hear was their whispering, roaring 
in her ears like the water beneath the bridge.  
 “Stop!” she cried, sinking down onto the path. “Leave me alone!”  
 “What did I do?” he asked, jumping away from her like she had electrocuted him.   
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 “Not you, the voices,” she sobbed. “They won’t leave me alone. And they’re getting 
stronger. I don’t think they’ll ever stop.”  
 He looked at her, his expression hard to read.  
  “I know what you have to do,” he said.  
 She looked up at him, tears still streaming down her face. He reached his hand down to 
her, pulling her back to her feet. Silently, they made their way towards the glass lake.  
 As they drew nearer, the voices grew stronger, more frenzied, as though they knew what 
she was about to do. And maybe they did.  
 When they reached the lake, she was glistening under the rain that still fell from the sky, 
perfectly reflecting each bolt of electricity on her glassy surface. She turned to him.   
 “I have to remember,” she said. “I’m sorry.”   
 “I know.” He stood, holding his arm out towards the water. “Halia awaits you.”  
 She studied his face. It was hardened to an expression of acceptance, but she could see 
the sadness in his green eyes.  
 “I’m sorry,” she said, “I just…” 
 “Don’t,” he said, shaking his head. “I know you wanted to stay. Thank you for trying.”  
 She nodded, and began walking towards the water like a moth to a flame. The closer she 
got, the louder the whispering grew. When she reached the boundary between cloud and water, 
she stopped. Turning back towards him, she looked back at the island she would leave behind. 
The curling clouds that swirled up from the ground, the dark night sky.  
 The voices called out to her, and she answered. As she stepped into the glass lake, she felt 
a jolt in her stomach and the world around her disappeared. In its place, a memory:  
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 A four-year-old girl with twin braids rides a pink Barbie bike down her driveway. She 
hits a bump, and topples over. She shouts for mommy, tears streaming down her face. Then she 
is five, and she’s on the playground at recess. A boy pushes her down, and she lands on her 
knees hard. Wood chips splinter into her skin and brown dirt stains her yellow dress. Then she is 
seven, and she is in the school talent show. She does a gymnastics dance routine to “Take Me 
Home, Country Roads” and the entire audience sings along for the chorus. Her parents sit in the 
front row and beam. Then she is eight and she’s sitting in a hospital waiting room with her aunt, 
holding balloons and flowers. Her dad comes out, smiling. You have a little brother, he says. 
Then she is eleven, and she sits in the chair at the orthodontist as he glues tiny metal brackets to 
her teeth, threading wires through them and pulling them tight. Her mouth hurts. When she goes 
to school she’s worried people will make fun of her, but lots of people have braces and the 
permanent pink on her teeth makes her feel pretty. Then she is thirteen and her mom lets her play 
hooky and they have ice cream for breakfast and watch the new Anne Hathaway movie at the 
Opera House theater. Then she is fifteen and she is starting high school with her two best friends. 
They have a sleepover to celebrate, where they eat potato chips and steal sips from their parents’ 
liquor cabinets and talk about boys and play card games. Finally, she is seventeen and she is 
standing on a brown wooden bridge above rushing water, arms outstretched like angel’s wings. 
The rumbling begins and she freezes. The whistle of the train sounds, a high pitched tone that 
pierces the air and breaks her heart in two. She jumps, and the memory begins to crack, a jagged 
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voices surround her, and she can understand them now. Hundreds of voices, of people she once 
knew, all repeating the same word in her ear. 
 Ayla, Ayla, Ayla. 
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Desertbound 
 As we cruised down the empty stretch of highway leading to Bernalillo, the hot desert 
sun beat down on me through the windshield, warming the tops of my thighs to an 
uncomfortable temperature. I could feel beads of sweat forming at the barrier between my skin 
and the black leather seat, and my shoulder-length brown hair was plastered against the back of 
my neck. The radio crackled in and out of tune, crinkling staticky hums interspersed with the 
sweet-honey voice of a folk singer and her fiddle. I reached down into the side of the door and 
pulled out the map of New Mexico that we bought at the visitors’ center approximately two 
minutes after taking a photo in front of the mustard-yellow “Welcome to New Mexico” sign 
adorned with red and green chiles.  
 “We’re close, I think.” I said, squinting my eyes at the thin, crisscrossing lines.  
 “GPS says another thirty minutes,” Oliver responded with a small smile.  
 “I told you to turn that thing off. Why can’t we do this the authentic way?” 
 “Because you’re holding the map upside-down, babe.”  
 I looked down. Damn it, he was right. With a sigh, I folded the map up and fanned 
myself. Might as well get some use out of it.  
 Oliver’s wavy brown hair stuck to his forehead in the heat, and there were two dark pink 
splotches against his cheekbones. I reached for the AC dial, but it was all the way up already, so 
I rolled down my window instead, letting the sweet dusty scent of the desert rush inside the 2004 
Corolla. Prickly green cane cholla wave at me as we pass, purple flowers blooming from the tips 
of their fingers. 
 It was our third day of driving, and I was ready to be out of the car for more than a few 
minutes at a time to grab snacks or use the bathroom or take a picture of whatever weird, tourist-
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trappy roadside attraction we passed. If I saw one more giant rocking chair covered in dust off 
the side of I-40 West, I was going to lose my mind.  
 Oliver and I met in undergrad at Rhode Island School of Design. He was textiles and I 
was illustration, but we made it work anyhow. We had our first-year principles of design class 
together, which led to a massive argument in the hallway over the role of consumerism in the art 
industry. I won. Four years later and we’re still going strong. Strong enough to be moving 
practically cross-country, all the way to Bernalillo, New Mexico.  
 After graduating, Oliver knew he wanted to go somewhere with a strong arts culture. So 
instead of New York, or Boston, or Nashville…he landed on Santa Fe. But rent in the city was 
way too expensive for two freshly-graduated artists with student loans, so we settled for 
Bernalillo, a tiny town just over thirty minutes away. Oliver had already been granted an 
apprenticeship at the Tai Gallery for Textile Arts, which could lead to residency or even a 
permanent position on their staff someday.  
 As for me, you can do illustration from just about anywhere. I didn’t have plans after 
graduation, and I always wanted to get out of dreary Rhode Island as soon I could, so I figured 
what the hell. I knew I’d find something. It would be fun to start a new life together, out in 
Bernalillo. It would be our very own adventure.  
 Our exit sign flashed in the distance, a bright green that stood out against the yellows, 
browns, and oranges of the desert. Oliver turned off the highway, and onto the dusty road that led 
to Bernalillo. The sun was high in the sky, and my stomach grumbled.  
 “Want to stop for lunch somewhere before we see the place?” Oliver asked.  
 I nodded, and a few minutes later, we turned into a local brewery, where several clay-
potted cacti lined the dusty parking lot. A metal Kokopelli hung against the wall of the building, 
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and a brightly painted yellow door welcomed us inside the restaurant. An eclectic assortment of 
tables and chairs were jumbled together, and beyond the counter there was a patio area where 
you could enjoy your meal amidst sculptures of peacocks made from empty beer bottles. At the 
counter, a twenty-something white dude with horn-rimmed wire glasses and a long beard waited 
to take our order. I guess hipsters really were everywhere these days.  
 I had hoped to have an authentic New Mexican dish for our first meal in our new city, but 
apparently it was a pizza place, so I opted for pepperoni instead. Oliver got sausage, and we both 
got a pint of their most popular draft, the Solstice Pale Ale. We squished into a green loveseat in 
the corner that had a small checkered coffee table in front of it. Oliver raised his beer to mine, 
accidentally spilling some of the foam onto my leg.  
 “To new beginnings,” he said with a grin. 
 “And new adventures,” I responded, clinking my glass against his.  
 After devouring the pizzas, we hopped back in the Corolla and headed for Calle del 
Blanco, a tiny road off Camino Don Tomas. At the very end of the street, there was a tiny, 
cream-colored stucco house with a bright red “FOR RENT” sign stuck in the gravel front yard.  
 We pulled into the driveway, and got out of the car. Immediately, a realtor appeared from 
the front door, wearing a black pantsuit and blazer with a soft blue blouse. Her blonde hair came 
to exactly her collarbone and she donned bright red lipstick. She had to be sweating in those 
clothes, I thought. I could barely survive the heat in my athletic shorts and tank top.  
 “Hello!” she said with a big smile. “You must be the Sullivans.”  
 “Uh, well…” I say awkwardly, looking over at Oliver. 
 He steps forward, holding out his hand. “I’m Oliver Sullivan, we spoke on the phone. 
And this is—”  
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 “I’m Anna. Anna Richards,” I cut in. I loved Oliver, but didn’t need him to speak for me.  
 “Jessica Martin, Gold Mountain Realty LLC. Absolutely lovely to meet you both.” 
 Her smile was blinding me, so I looked away, admiring the scenery around me. It looked 
so different than Rhode Island. It was like whoever decided to make this place forgot the color 
green existed. No tall, leafy trees. No lush shrubs. No large expanses of soft green grass. The 
closest thing to it was the cane cholla and the clumps of prickly pear cacti that were scattered 
around. The sun burned high in the cloudless blue sky, and I could see a few low, craggy 
mountains off to the west. It smelled different here, too. In Rhode Island, the air was always just 
a little wet, as though it had just rained, and you could smell the salt of the ocean. New Mexico 
smelled like red clay and sand, and the air was dry as dust. 
 “So, shall we take a final look around before signing the paperwork?”  
 My gaze snapped back to Jessica Martin and the tiny stucco house. Oliver slipped his 
hand into mine, and we followed her up the path that led towards the orange door.  
 It was even smaller on the inside than it looked. One master bed and bath, a living room, 
a bonus room, and a small kitchenette that barely had room for the fridge. The hardwood floors 
appeared slightly warped at the edges of each room, and the walls were painted a dull and dingy 
yellow. It was perfect. Perfect for our budget, anyway.  
 “We’ll take it,” Oliver said with exaggerated gusto, and it was the cheesiest thing I’d ever 
heard. What was this, HGTV? I gave him a quick jab in the ribs with my elbow as Jessica Martin 
reached into her leather tote and pulled out a clipboard. 
 “I’ll need you both to sign here to get the leasing process started. We can find a time to 
sit down with the owners later this week to finalize everything, but if you want it, it’s yours.”  
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 Oliver hastily scrawled his signature on the “Leaser 1” line, delegating me as “Leaser 2.” 
I carefully signed my name in my best, loopy cursive.  
 “Wonderful,” Jessica Martin said briskly. “I’ll set something up and give you a ring. I 
assume you have somewhere to stay tonight?” 
 We exchanged another awkward glance. 
 “Uh, well…we assumed we could figure that out once we get here,” Oliver said.  
 She reached into her tote again, extracting a business card for the Bernalillo Motel 6.  
 “Here,” she said, “They always have vacancies. Talk soon.”  
 Just a few minutes later, we pulled into the motel parking lot, grabbing our travel bags 
but leaving the rest of the boxes in the car. The woman at the front desk had tan, wrinkled skin 
that looked like leather and frizzy blonde hair. She didn’t bat an eye when we said we would 
need a room indefinitely, just slid over the key for room 112 and then returned to her crossword. 
The motel’s carpeted hallway felt bouncy under our feet and had a swirling red pattern that 
reminded me of lava. 
 The room was cozy. One queen bed, two nightstands, and a small desk area by a window 
overlooking the parking lot. Beyond the parking lot, ripples of sand and dust layered on top of 
themselves to form the Chihuahuan desert and the low mountain range loomed.  
 With a contented sigh, I threw my suitcase down and fell back onto the bed. The 
comforter felt soft and cool against my surely sunburnt shoulders. Oliver sat down at the desk, 
picking up the welcome pamphlet and flipping through.  
 “We should definitely check out the Cibola national forest, looks like there are lots of 
good trails for hiking,” Oliver mused.  
 “Mhmm,” I said, eyes closed  
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 “Or go into Albuquerque. We’re pretty much right in between there and Santa Fe.”  
 A quiet pause, then, “Babe, are you listening to me?” 
 I sighed and opened my eyes, propping myself up on my elbows. “Yes, I’m listening. But 
I’m tired, can’t we rest a little before figuring out the next big activity?” 
 He put down the pamphlet and hopped onto the bed next to me.  
 “I’m sorry, I’m just excited. There are so many things to do and places to visit.”  
 “But we don’t have to do them all at once,” I said with a smile, closing my eyes again. 
 He laughed, draping his arm over me. “I know, I know.”  
 We lay there for a few minutes, the warmth of his body against mine a much more 
comfortable heat than that of the New Mexican sun. We slowly drifted off into an afternoon nap, 
like sailors lost at sea.  
*** 
  The next morning, after scarfing down a few stale blueberry muffins and two cups of 
black coffee, we hopped in the Corolla and headed for Santa Fe so Oliver could meet the gallery 
people in person. After a quick thirty-seven-minute commute up Highway 25, we had arrived in 
sunny Santa Fe, The City Different, capital of New Mexico and home to the Tai Gallery for 
Textile Arts. The museum was an orange, stucco-style building that sat low to the ground, but 
stretched out far and wide. The windows were painted a pretty teal that stuck out against the 
warmth of the city like an Easter egg.  
 After shutting off the engine, Oliver wrung his hands, a nervous habit of his, and looked 
at the main entrance with a furrowed brow. Earlier that morning, he had agonized for a full forty-
five minutes over what to wear to make the best first impression—is a suit too formal for an 
artist? I don’t want to look stuffy…but wearing jeans seems a bit casual…but maybe casual is 
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good? In the end, he opted for jeans, but they were his nice ones…a dark wash with no rips or 
stains. He was tempted by his graphic tee that read “Sew What?” with an image of a needle and 
spool of thread underneath, but I managed to convince him that his gray button-down would look 
a little more professional.   
 “You’ll be great, babe,” I said.  
 “I don’t know,” he hesitated.  
 “You already got the job,” I said, faking exasperation. “There’s no need to be nervous.”  
 He nodded, but still stared over at the door like it was the entrance to Hades.  
 “Look at me,” I said, taking his face in my hands. “You, are Oliver Sullivan…master 
textile-ist and the most talented person I’ve ever met. You are going to blow them away. Now 
get in there, and knock their socks off so you can make them some new ones.”  
 He laughed. Success.  
 “Now get out of here, I don’t want to sit in a hot car all day,” I said, kissing him on the 
tip of his nose. He pulled open the door, waved goodbye, and went inside.  
 I switched over to the driver’s side, and reversed out of the spot. Finally, a day to myself. 
Not that I didn’t love Oliver, or want to spend time with him or anything…but after spending 
three days in a tiny car together with no breaks, I needed some me time.  
 First thing first, I switched the radio station from NPR to Today’s Pop Hits, my guilty 
pleasure. Oliver always rolled his eyes when I put Ariana Grande on, but I loved belting along 
with her and knocking the high notes out of the park. My mom always said that I sang before I 
talked, but I figured all baby coos sounded like music to the right ears.  
 “Why don’t you go out for choir, baby girl?” my mom used to ask back in middle school.  
 “No, mom…you can only take one elective and I already chose art.”  
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 A few times, she signed me up for youth choirs at local churches, but I just couldn’t get 
down with the hymns. All I wanted to do was sing along to Christina Aguilera’s “Genie in a 
Bottle,” and the one time I tried to do that at church choir, the pastor kept me late after rehearsal 
to tell my mom that I wasn’t cut out for their group, suggesting that I might look into musical 
theater instead.  
 So, art it was. I still loved to sing, but my real passion was in my drawings. I filled 
sketchbooks upon sketchbooks with doodles of my friends, gesture drawings of people I saw in 
the street, and watercolors of the bay. Once a sketchbook was filled, I kept it in a cardboard box 
under my bed that I labeled “Anna’s Masterpieces.” It was supposed to be tongue-in-cheek. 
Meandering through the streets of downtown Santa Fe, I was struck by the architecture, a 
strange intermingling of modern skyscrapers and classic, pueblo-style buildings. I figured I 
would just drive until I saw something interesting, and then park in the nearest spot and check it 
out. This was my preferred method of travel, much to Oliver’s chagrin. He liked to make 
itineraries, scheduling out our days down to the minute. It was exhausting. I liked to explore new 
places more organically, do what my heart wants in the moment and see where the day takes me.  
I drove past Paseo de Peralta and a crowd of people caught my eye. Slowing down, I saw 
a large sign that read “Santa Fe Farmers’ Market.”  
I pulled into the parking area up ahead and climbed out of the car, stretching my arms up 
towards the hot sun. The heat against my skin felt good after being in the air conditioned car for 
the past hour, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was sweating.  
It was an open-air market, a long line of booths and tents stretching as far as the eye 
could see, overflowing with hand-painted necklaces, bundles of hanging red chiles, and signs 
boasting their homemade lemonade slushies. People weaved in and out of the tables like ants and 
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in the distance I could hear the honeyed strings of an acoustic guitar. Towards the back of the 
market, there was a wood-paneled structure that looked like a short water tower or a closed-in 
gazebo, with large metal letters that spelled out SANTA FE RAILYARD.  
My fingers itched for a pencil, so I decided to people-watch for a bit before checking out 
the different booths. I figured I had a couple hours before Oliver needed me to pick him up 
again, so really, there was no rush. I found a bench that had a great view of the market and pulled 
out my sketchbook, allowing myself a moment to live in the blankness of the page, a milky white 
nothing filled with promise and possibility that stretched out forever. Then, pressing graphite to 
paper, I began to sketch out the scene in front of me in quick, broad strokes. The scene in front of 
me slowly came to life on the page in my lap, the infinite nothingness chiseled away with each 
touch of the pencil.  
I went on like that for a while, not even realizing how much time was passing, until I was 
jolted out of my reverie by a small woman who joined me on the bench. She had long black hair 
with a few, barely noticeable streaks of gray and white, and her tan skin was beginning to 
wrinkle.  
“¿Te gusta dibujar, chica?”  
I looked up and saw her smiling at me from the other end of the bench, dark eyes glinting 
in the sunlight. After a moment, I nodded, smiling politely. I took Spanish in high school, so the 
question didn´t catch me completely off-guard.  
“¿Puedo ver?” she asked, holding out her hand and motioning towards my sketchbook.  
I hesitated. I didn’t usually like showing people my drawings before I deemed them 
finished. I wouldn’t even show Oliver. But something about this stranger on the street made me 
want to hand the book over, so I did. Maybe it was the beauty in sharing a moment with a 
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stranger, the freedom of pure human connection, the adventure of being in a new place on my 
own for the very first time. Or maybe it was because the drawing was pretty much finished 
anyway, but who could say for sure.  
She carefully held the sketchbook in her weathered hands, fingernails unpolished like 
mine. She looked at the picture for a long time, drinking in each individual stroke. Finally, she 
nodded and passed the sketchbook back to me.  
“Es bonita, mija,” she said.  
“Gracias, señora.” I replied, wishing my American accent was less obvious. I should have 
done that semester abroad in Ecuador.  
“Nada, nada. Deberías tener un stand en el mercado. Tienes mucho talento.” 
I smiled, and looked out at the busy market. She pulled out a book from her bag and 
began to read. I returned to my drawing, adding a few final strokes before blowing away the 
extra pencil dust and stowing the sketchbook in my bag once again. I waved goodbye to the lady 
on the bench, and entered the market. 
The throng of people engulfed me and I was bombarded by the scent of roasted corn, 
cinnamon pralines, and freshly baked bread. The stands were bursting with plump bunches of 
purple grapes, crisp red apples, dewy heads of lettuce, and bright orange bell peppers. A round 
man with a thick mustache pressed a small Dixie cup into my hand, a sample of mango juice 
inside. I sipped, swirling the sweet juice around in my mouth before swallowing. People 
chattered around me, negotiating prices and comparing products across vendors.  
After forty minutes of weaving through the stalls, pausing to buy a tin of chocolate-
covered almonds and some dried cherries, I reached the arts section of the market. There was a 
woman selling beaded earrings that contained real pressed flowers, drops of rain that contained 
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entire gardens. At another stand, there was a couple selling hand dyed batik scarves, each one its 
own work of art. Oliver would love them. But there was one stand that really caught my eye.  
Tiny, colorful strokes danced across one canvas, reds and oranges and yellows coming 
together to form the shimmering sandscape, with blues and purples intertwining above to form 
the sky. On another, the red hot desert was cooled to a glowing blue, the black sky swirling 
above like ink with spots of stars and a crescent moon twinkling within its darkness. A third 
contained a rich forest, a scene that already seemed so foreign to me, with lush greens and 
blooming yellow flowers. I stared at it longingly, trying to breathe the green into my soul. I could 
practically smell the leaves, the wet earth.  
“That’s one of my favorites, too.”  
I looked up. I was so absorbed in the painting that I hadn’t even noticed this woman 
arrive. She had brown hair so dark that it almost looked black, cropped up to her ears in a pixie 
cut, and amber eyes that shone in the sunlight like honey.  
“You’re new here, aren’t you?” she asked. 
“How could you tell?”  
“The way you looked at the green.”  
“I just moved here from Rhode Island,” I said with a smile.  
 She let out a low whistle. “That’s a big change.”  
 I nodded. “Everything here is so warm. And dusty.” 
 “That should be our new state slogan. New Mexico: The Warm and Dusty State.”  
We laughed for a second, before falling into the awkward silence of two strangers 
making small talk. I looked down to avoid prolonged eye contact, noticing the slenderness of her 
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fingers and the soft lilac polish on her nails. A splattering of yellow paint danced across her hand 
like droplets of sunshine.  
“Are you the artist?” I asked suddenly.  
“I wish,” she said, shaking her head. “I have a little stand around the corner. You should 
come check it out when you’re done here.”  
“I will,” I said.  
She waved goodbye and disappeared into the crowd. I lingered for a few minutes more 
before continuing through the market. After passing several more stands with pressed copper 
necklaces, handmade pottery dishes, and miniature metal animal, I saw her again. Her stand was 
small, tucked away in the corner so you almost didn’t notice. There were several small canvases, 
covered with abstract strokes of color, and a basket with some CDs in it. She smiled when she 
saw me walk up.  
“Hey Rhode Island Girl,” she said.  
“It’s Anna,” I replied.  
“Well, ‘Rhode Island Girl’ can be your nickname.” 
“Is it really a nickname if it takes twice as long to say it?”  
“Touché,” she conceded. Then, “I’m Iris.”  
It was a beautifully strange name, and it suited her. I glanced down at her paintings. Upon 
closer work, they were multimedia. The first one, a square canvas, was covered with thick 
strokes of yellow and blue, with fine, curving lines of orange. Golden beads glittered in a 
spiraling pattern, and there were several pieces of scrapbook paper decoupaged onto the piece. 
Her other pieces were similar, each drawing on a different color scheme and incorporating 
different physical elements.  
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“Your use of texture and color is impressive,” I remarked, pointing at the first yellow and 
blue canvas. “You do a really good job of evoking different moods, too. This one makes me 
think of the feeling of walking on the beach at sunrise, when you have the whole day stretched 
out ahead of you, full of nothing but the promise of adventure.” 
She gave me a funny smile. “Are you an art student or something?” 
“I was,” I said. “Graduated last month.”  
“Impressive,” she said. “I went for biology, but I dropped out halfway through.”  
I wanted to know why, but knew better than to ask. 
“I do illustration,” I explain. “Some digital, but I prefer pencil and paper.” 
“Do you have any with you?” 
I pull out my sketchbook from my tote, letting her flip through. After a few minutes, she 
nodded in approval. 
“You’re not bad, Rhode Island. Are you going to open a stand?”  
“I’d like to, but I’m not sure how often I’ll be able to come into town. We live in 
Bernalillo, a little ways away.”  
She nodded. “Well, just think about it. It’d be cool to have you.”   
“Thanks,” I said shyly.  
“Here,” she said, pulling out her own notebook, scribbling something in the corner of a 
page, and then ripping it out and handing it to me. A ten-digit phone number was scrawled in 
purple ink that was still wet.  I blew on it softly to help dry the ink,  before carefully folding it 
into fourths and slipping it into my wallet.  
“Just in case,” she continued. “See you around, Rhode Island.”  
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As I completed my loop through the market and exited back into the open air, my 
stomach rumbled. Checking my phone, I realized it was already lunchtime. Oliver hadn’t texted 
yet, so I figured I still had time. I’d noticed a taco stand a few blocks ahead of the market, so I 
decided to walk there before heading back to the car to pick him up.  
The sun beat down on my shoulders as I walked to the taco stand, and I missed the cool 
shade of the tented market. I knew I should’ve worn sunscreen.  
The stand was run by two men, a father and son, both with deep chestnut skin and thick 
black hair. The sign above the stand was yellow with bold red letters that read “Paco’s Tacos.” I 
ordered the combo plate that came with one barbacoa, one carnitas, and one pollo, all loaded up 
with lettuce, shredded cheese, sour cream, guacamole, and pico de gallo, and threw in a side of 
tortilla chips and a Diet Coke for good measure.  
“Do you know somewhere near here where I could sit and eat?” I asked the father once 
he handed me the plate. 
He nodded. “Si. There is a small courtyard just down the road, with a fountain and lots of 
benches. Perfect for eating tacos.”  
“Thank you,” I replied, setting off in the direction of the courtyard.  
A minute later, I found a small entrance to an alley with a painted sign that read “Plaza 
de Luna.” I pushed through the gate, and found myself in a quaint courtyard nestled between the 
surrounding stucco buildings. A few Ocotillo plants grew around the edges, and in the center 
there was a small copper fountain with water that flowed down to a small pool filled with 
pennies. One family was there already, the parents sitting on the bench holding a baby, while the 
toddler splashed around in the water in just her diaper. I was tempted to join her, but the tacos 
were calling my name. 
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I dug into the barbacoa one first, and practically moaned after the first bite. They were the 
best tacos I’d ever had. Just a few minutes later and I had devoured all three of them, with 
carnage consisting of bits of shredded lettuce and cheese scattered across my lap and the ground 
below me. The Diet Coke fizzled its way down my throat, quenching the thirst leftover from the 
heat of the day and the spicy pico de gallo. If nothing else, this was one perk of moving to New 
Mexico: tacos superior to anything you could find in Rhode Island.  
My phone buzzed, and I saw three missed texts from Oliver. 
Okay, we’re done. Come pick me up?  
I’m still waiting…be here soon? 
Where are you??  
Shit.  
I stood up fast, scattering the crumbs of my tortilla chips to the wind and balling up my 
trash to be thrown into the nearest bin. I sped out of the courtyard and back up the street towards 
my car. I frantically typed out a message to him while I walked. 
 Omg, so sorry for not seeing this. Be there soon.  
 As I pulled into the lot of the Tai Gallery for the second time that day, I switched the 
radio station back over to NPR to appease Oliver. He was sitting on a metal bench outside of the 
gallery, his shirt a few more buttons undone and the sleeves pushed up above his elbows, reading 
yet another welcome pamphlet. I brought the car to a stop right in front of him, rolling the 
window down.  
 “Hey good-lookin’, come here often?” I said with a grin.  
 “First you forget about me, and now you’re cat-calling me?” His voice sounded playful, 
but I could hear a hardness below the casual tone. He stood and joined me in the car.  
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 “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to lose track of time.” 
 “I know you didn’t.”  
 “Kiss and make up?” I asked hopefully.  
 One smooch later, we were back on the road.  
 Cruising down the highway, we told each other about our days. Like a good girlfriend, I 
let him talk first, asking him all the right questions about his new coworkers and the current 
resident artist and the studio itself.  
 “Their next textile exhibit is about crossing borders and creating homes in new spaces, so 
the resident artist that I’m working with, Caty Gonzalez, she’s putting together this huge quilt 
and each square will tell a different story. She said that I’ll even be able to make a square with 
my own story!”  
 His eyes were practically sparkling and two rosy patches had bloomed against his cheeks. 
I couldn’t help but sneak a few glances over at him while he was talking and smile, his 
enthusiasm was so contagious.  
 “I can’t wait to see it, babe,” I said when he finally ran out of words.  
 “Oh, and I also got a call from Jessica Martin,” he added after a few minutes of silence. 
“She said that we can sit down with them tomorrow to finalize things, so we should be able to 
move in on Thursday.” 
 “So only two more days in Motel 6?”  
 “Only two more days in Motel 6.”  
 The following day, after spending the night watching the evening news on the boxy hotel 
TV (Oliver) and scrolling through job postings online that called for illustration (me), we found 
ourselves sitting at a table with Jessica Martin, and the Joneses, a couple in their forties who 
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were moving out of the suburbs. After several minutes of mumbo jumbo realtor talk, we were 
handed a thick stack of paperwork and two pens. Glancing over the page, I went ahead and 
started signing. I tried to turn the page over, but Oliver stopped me.  
 “Babe, we have to actually read it,” he whispered.  
 “I skimmed,” I protested, but gave in and took the time to make sure I wasn’t signing 
away my first-born or anything like that. Oliver frequently paused to ask clarifying questions 
about certain terms or word choices, which made the whole process take even longer. When we 
finally reached the last page, the shadows in the room had already started growing longer as the 
sun began to sink in the desert sky.  
 “Congratulations!” Jessica Martin said, sliding over two silver keys on a ring. “And thank 
you for choosing Gold Mountain Realty LLC.” 
 A few handshakes later and we were officially home-renters. With the shiny new key 
jangling on my key ring, I felt like I could do anything.  
 We decided to go to La Posta to celebrate, a fun Mexican restaurant a little bit outside of 
Bernalillo that had 4.5 stars on Yelp. Right inside the entrance, there was a stone fountain 
surrounded by a colorful, tiled mosaic against the wall and a huge birdcage filled with parrots 
that took up the center of the room. I peered through the wires, looking at the colorful birds that 
rested on various perches while Oliver told the hostess in a red swingy skirt that we needed a 
table for two, please.  
 She led us through the doorway and to a small square table nestled in the corner of the 
dining room, against one wall that was covered with stone and another that was painted a bright 
orange. Ceramic parrots hung on perches of various distances from the ceiling, and the entire 
 90 
room was sparkling with warm strings of Christmas lights. Across the room, a mariachi band 
was setting up on a small raised stage.  
 “Hola, welcome to La Posta!” a cheerful waiter said as he approached our table.  
 We ordered two margaritas, and proceeded to examine the menu. I decided to try las 
flautas con guacamole, and Oliver opted for a pollo y chile verde quesadilla. When the huge, 
salt-rimmed margaritas were brought to the table, Oliver held his up in the air and we clinked, 
only sloshing the drink onto the table a little. Lively notes of guitar and trumpet filled the air and 
the mariachi man began to sing, his dulcet tones floating into our hearts.  
 Hermoso cariño, hermoso cariño, ya estoy como un niño…  
***  
 Four weeks later, I sat on the wooden floor of my little house, a selection of my drawings 
spread out in front of me. Oliver sat at the kitchen table, poring over a thick book that Caty 
Gonzalez had recommended. The new place was finally starting to feel like a home, after many 
days of furniture shopping and decorating.  
 “Babe, come here. I need help choosing which ones to bring to the market today.”  
 Oliver held up one finger, reading for a minute longer before slipping in a bookmark and 
shutting the book. I always just folded over the top corner of the page to mark my place, 
something that always made Oliver cringe. But to me, the mark of a loved-book is one that has 
been well-read—folded pages, coffee drips, annotations, and all.  
 He came over and squatted down next to me, resting his chin on his fist. With his reading 
glasses still on, he reminded me of the pretentious guys in college who tried to look intelligent 
instead of actually being intelligent. But Oliver wasn’t like that—not past our freshman year, 
anyway.  
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 “Why can’t you just take all of them?” he asked.  
 “I guess I could,” I replied. “I just thought I would take a few of the best ones.”  
 “How about this: take them all, but these three should be the ones on display. They’re 
definitely the best of this bunch,” he said, motioning towards a group near my left knee.  
  One was the first sketch I had made in New Mexico, at the very same market I had 
discovered all those weeks ago. I had added watercolors to give it an extra dimension and seem 
more polished, but it still carried the same feeling of that day—the bustle of the crowd, the 
excitement of new adventure, even a hint of fear. The other two were others I had managed to 
make here despite the chaos of moving—one was a landscape of the desert with the Organ 
Mountains in the background, the other a rustic portrait of the Motel 6 that made it look like 
something out of a ghost town.  
 I nodded, and gathered up the drawings, being careful not to smudge them as I slid them 
into my tote bag. 
 “Are you sure you don’t want to come today?” I asked as I headed to the door.  
 “I’m sure,” he said, gesturing to the book. “Caty wants me to finish this by Wednesday 
and I’ve barely scraped the surface.”  
 I nodded and blew him a kiss before stepping into the dusty air.  
 After spending the thirty-seven minutes singing along to my middle school classics 
playlist, I pulled up to the Santa Fe farmers’ market. Before getting out of the car, I took a 
second to unfold the tiny slip of paper with those ten purple digits on it. The creases of the folds 
were crisp from how many times I had opened the slip out and smoothed it down before 
refolding it and placing it back in the little pocket of my wallet meant for holding gift cards. I 
hadn’t had the courage to call yet, or rather, I didn’t know what I would say. 
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All around me, hundreds of stands were setting up and opening for business, selling their 
homemade jams, kettle-corn popcorn, jewelry, and metal sculptures. I was told on the phone that 
I could use booth 148 today, so I followed the numbered stands until… 
“Hi, Rhode Island.”  
There, at booth 148, was Iris. I was so startled I nearly dropped my drawings. She wore 
simple jean shorts and a flowy peasant top, with wedge sandals and long dangly beaded earrings 
that were accentuated by her short hair. Her skin shone in the morning light and her eyes were 
warm honey. I had a sudden urge to run my fingers through her dark hair, like ruffling through 
the night sky.   
“This is my booth,” I said suddenly.  
She laughed, “You’ve never even had a stand before but all of a sudden this is your 
booth? I’ve been here for months, girlfriend, get on my level.”  
 “Well, why would they give us both the same booth?” I asked a little too defensively.  
 She shrugged. “I have a lot of extra space. Maybe they only consider me half a booth.” 
 I considered that for a moment, and then joined her behind the stand. I placed my tote bag 
down and began pulling out artwork samples and laying them out carefully on the flat surface in 
front of me. Iris peered over and nodded her approval. 
 “I like that you added color to this one,” she remarked. “It gives it an extra something.”  
I smiled, looking down at her collection of multimedia canvases. A new one that I didn’t 
recognize has pieces of a broken record scattered throughout.  
“I like this one,” I said, softly running my fingertips over the raised edges of the shards of 
music. “It says something to me about how things break. Sometimes you can’t put it back 
together, but the pieces can still be beautiful.”  
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“The art student speaks again,” Iris said with a grin, and I laughed.  
“Was I even a little right?” I asked. 
That stopped her, honey eyes wandering up as she thought about it.  
“Well, it was one of my ex’s records that she left at my house, so I figured I would smash 
it up and put it on a canvas because it would look cool. So, I guess if we’re talking metaphorical 
here…yes, you were maybe, kind of, a little right.”  
 We laughed again, and I could feel a humming begin deep in my bones, like small 
violins were being tuned inside of me.  
Soon, a crowd of people entered the market and we were open for business. The energy 
of the crowd gathered me like a wave, pulling me into its depths. Even though we didn’t get 
nearly as many visitors as the larger and more popular stands, it was incredibly exciting to be on 
the other side of the booth.   
After a busy first two hours, I still hadn’t made a sale. But even so, it felt nice to have so 
many people stopping and looking at my work. Especially after spending the last four weeks 
unemployed, while Oliver was able to live out his dream first job. My art had a purpose again. 
 I watched Iris strike up a conversation with a blonde dude that looked like he belonged in 
a Hollister ad, and felt annoyed. He’d probably never even heard of Picasso, let alone Yayoi 
Kusama. What was she doing talking to someone like him? 
 Then, Hollister dude must have said something funny, because Iris laughed, the 
movement shaking her dangly earrings and throwing colorful light across her collarbone like 
stained glass as sunlight streamed through the glass beads.  
 “Chica, ¡estás aquí!” a familiar voice suddenly said.  
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 I turned and saw a short lady with tanned skin and long black hair tinged with silver. I 
broke into a smile, and moments later I was telling her about my newest pieces in broken 
Spanish. She lingered on the first drawing I made here in New Mexico, the one that she had 
admired on that bench just four weeks ago.  
 “Es diferente, con los colores. Pero todavía bonita.”  
 I blushed slightly, and thanked her. She reached into her pink crossbody bag and pulled 
out a small leather wallet.  
 “¿Cuánto cuesta?” she asked.  
 I stopped, a smile beginning to grow on my face. I wasn’t one for religion, but this was a 
Moment. The universe had brought us together for a reason all those weeks ago on the bench.  
 “Para ti, gratis,” I answered, slipping the drawing into a brown paper merchandise 
envelope, throwing in one of my self-designed business cards.  
 As she walked away, I saw with relief that Hollister dude was gone too. Iris beamed. 
 “Congrats on your first sale!” she said, holding up her hand for a high-five.  
 My hand met hers, and I noticed the way our fingers aligned almost perfectly. When we 
pulled away, I could still feel a warm tingling in my palm that had nothing to do with the slap of 
the high-five.  
 “It wasn’t technically a sale, I gave it to her for free,” I hedged. 
 “Still counts, Rhode Island,” she said while checking her watch. “So what are your plans 
tonight? It’s farmers’ market tradition that you celebrate your first sale with your boothmate.”  
 I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Is that really a tradition?”  
 “It is now,” she said with a laugh. “Come on, what else do you have going on?”  
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 Truthfully, nothing. I already knew that Oliver would spend the rest of the night reading 
the Caty Gonzalez book, and I wasn’t really in the mood for another night spent alone.  
 So, that’s how I found myself sitting in a crowded dive bar with Iris that evening, after 
sending a quick text to Oliver that I was going out with friends and would be back late, to which 
he’d responded with a simple thumbs up.  
 Pop music pounded loudly through the speakers, sending deep vibrations through my 
body like the aftershocks of an earthquake. The only light was the dim glow of a red neon sign 
above the bar that read “The Matador,” and a few hanging bulbs scattered throughout. The walls 
were papered with record albums, tour posters, and torn-out comic book pages. We squeezed our 
way to the bar, bumping elbows with the other patrons. We managed to find two open bar stools 
and took our seats, so close together that we were pressed shoulder to shoulder. I could feel it 
glowing where our skin touched. 
 “Two mojitos, please,” Iris told the bartender, a tall man in a Jameson crop top.  
 After he returned with the drinks, Iris stood up to face the sea of bodies surrounding us. 
 “Attention, everyone!” she shouted above the music, with her hands cupped around her 
mouth. “I would like to make a toast to my new friend, Anna the Artist from Rhode Island.” 
 A few people nearby raised their glasses. “To Anna!”  
 With a laugh, Iris plopped back into her seat. My face felt warm, but in a good way. 
Oliver never did anything spontaneous or potentially embarrassing. But Iris was fun, exciting. 
She made me feel like the most important person in the room. I took a sip of my drink, letting the 
crisp mint swish around in my mouth before swallowing.  
 “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “You didn’t need to do all that.”  
 “Oh, but I did,” she responded. “Us artists need to stick together.”  
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 “Did you always know you wanted to be an artist?” I asked.  
 Her amber eyes stopped dancing and she sighed, shaking her head. 
 “No, I didn’t. I wanted to be a veterinarian. But halfway through college my dad was 
diagnosed with stage four liver cancer. I dropped out to be with him for his last few months.”  
 “I’m so sorry,” I said quietly, but she continued as though she hadn’t heard me.   
“After he died, my art was my outlet. I guess it just stuck.”  
 We were quiet for a moment, the music of the bar pumping through us too loudly. It was 
the first time I had ever seen Iris be anything but cool and confident. I wanted to wrap her up in 
my arms and hold her close to me until she felt better again.  
 Then, she shook her head quickly and put her smile back on.  
 “Sorry, that was depressing. We can go back to having fun now.”  
 We laughed, but I could still see lines of sadness crisscrossing her face.  
 A few mojitos later, I was feeling bold.  
“Do you want to dance?” I asked suddenly. 
 “I like the way you think, Rhode Island,” she said with a smile. 
 We both downed the rest of our drinks and left the bar, pushing into the pulsing crowd. I 
loved dancing, but Oliver never wanted to dance with me. At his aunt’s wedding I had to dance 
with his cousin while he watched from a nearby table.  
  As the crowd of bodies swallowed us whole, the music pierced our pores, shaking us 
from the inside out and creating fault lines that cracked our skin, breaking us open. She threw her 
head back, eyes closed and a soft smile, hands twisting into the air like vines. Her skin glowed a 
gentle red from the light of the bar, like sitting in a dark intersection beneath a red stoplight. I 
could feel the music traveling through my veins, into my heart and out the ends of my fingertips. 
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Bodies swirled around us, a drunken merry-go-round, pushing us closer and closer together until 
we were touching, skin against skin.  
 Stop. Standing still, the crowd kept pulsing around us, music in the air. Stop. Her breath 
on my face, like honey and peppermint, hot tea on a winter morning. Stop. Her fingers in my 
hair, scalp turning to fire. Stop. Her lips against mine, soft. I could taste the alcohol on her 
breath, echoes of mojito dancing across her mouth. Stop. My hands on her waist, hot skin 
beneath cool fingertips. Pulling her closer, our bodies pressed together, connected by millions of 
nerve endings twisting together in the middle of the dance floor. 
 Stop. Oliver. Shit.  
 “What’s wrong?” she whispered in my ear after I pulled away. 
 “I should go,” I replied. “It’s getting late.”  
 “Don’t go,” she breathed, twisting her fingers in my hair. “Please.”  
  “I should go,” I repeated, less confidently this time.  
 “You’re drunk, Rhode Island,” she said gently.  
 “I can call a cab,” I suggested halfheartedly, but she shook her head.  
 “All the way back to Bernalillo? Do you have an extra grand lying around?” 
 We laughed, and the connection sparked again. 
 “You can crash at my place,” she said. “Don’t worry, I have a futon.”  
 Five minutes later, we were standing at the curb outside of The Matador, a dull pounding 
of the music still echoing in our ears. Clusters of stars shone brightly above us and I shivered in 
the cool desert air. A slivered moon hung low in the sky, silhouettes of mountains crossing the 
horizon like a parade.  
 Soon, a black Nissan Altima pulled up and stopped in front of us.  
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 “Iris Eden?” the driver asked.  
 With a nod, she climbed into the backseat and I followed. I pulled out my phone and saw 
a missed message from Oliver, from forty-seven minutes ago.  
 Hope you’re having fun. Heading to bed now, see you soon. Love you.  
 Fingers shaking, I typed out a reply.  
 Had a little too much, can’t drive. Crashing here, be home in the morning. Love you, too. 
***  
 Iris lived in a small, one-story stucco house off Vera Drive. A marbled counter separated 
the tiled kitchen from the carpeted living room, a pile of papers and paint tubes scattered 
haphazardly across. A deep purple sofa sat beneath a wide painting of the desert and a huge 
bookcase covered the back wall, overflowing like a waterfall. I settled into the sofa, picking up a 
copy of Silver Water by Amy Bloom from the coffee table and leafing through its pages. Iris 
walked over to a record player on the end table and put on a John Denver album, before going 
into the kitchen and retrieving a bottle of wine. 
“Do you want a glass?” she asked.   
 “Are you trying to get me drunk?” 
 “You’re already drunk. Didn’t take you for a lightweight, Rhode Island.”  
 “Not that drunk. I’m already sobering up,” I protested.  
 She joined me on the sofa, two stemless glasses of red wine in hand. She offered one to 
me and I swirled the wine around in the glass like the sommeliers do and took a sip. I didn’t 
usually prefer reds, but this one was smooth and light on my tongue.  
 “What about you?” she asked me quietly, our knees bumping together.  
 “What do you mean?”  
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 “Did you always know you wanted to be an artist?”  
 I thought for a minute.  
 “I always knew I loved art. But I loved lots of things.”  
 The music filled the air as we sipped our wine in a comfortable silence, his amber-sweet 
voice shimmering between us.  
 When my glass was almost empty, my head felt warm and fuzzy. I closed my eyes, 
letting myself sway to the music like floating on ocean waves. Iris was tracing the top of my 
thigh with her fingertips, drawing out swirling masterpieces that no one would ever even see.  
 “You are so beautiful,” she whispered. 
 Her fingers traveled up my thigh, past my torso, and to the side of my cheek as she 
cupped my face in her hands and drew me closer to her. Her lips pressed against mine for the 
second time that night, and I could feel how perfectly our lips fit together. How natural it felt. 
Somewhere in the back of my brain, a little voice was yelling at me to think about Oliver, the life 
we had built together, the future we were supposed to have. But I didn’t listen. I was breathing 
Iris in and out of me, and there was no room for anything else.  
 She kissed me gently at first, our lips coming together and parting ever so slightly. But as 
I wrapped my hands in her short hair and pulled her into me, she kissed me harder. Little gasps 
of air escaped her lips like stars and I swallowed them all, a constellation growing inside me. My 
hands moved down her back and I wrapped my legs around her, tangling myself up with her and 
rocking my body against hers until we were both fish out of water, gasping for air.  
 She broke her face away from mine suddenly, and began to kiss my neck. Soft kisses like 
the first strokes of a paintbrush danced on my skin as she worked her way down my neck to my 
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collarbone, to my chest, to my hips. With a small tug, she slid my shorts off, positioning herself 
between my legs.  
 She buried herself in me then, her tongue painting pictures between my thighs. Colors 
washed over me like cresting waves, a sunset of warm oranges and soft blues and rosy pinks. I 
could feel every cell in my body humming, an entire orchestra that sent vibrations from the 
inside out. As the orchestra reached its crescendo, my entire body quaked and shooting stars 
erupted from my pores, a meteor shower of sensation.  
 Say my name. Iris. Oh, Iris. I want all of you. Closer, I need you closer. Come to me.  
*** 
The desert sun streamed through the slats of the window, burning me awake. We were 
tangled together on the narrow sofa like a couple of teenagers, naked legs intertwined. Iris snored 
softly, her breath tickling my neck. I closed my eyes again, letting myself enjoy the warmth of 
our embrace and the calm of the morning for a little longer. 
After a few minutes, Iris stirred and stretched, her elbow bumping my nose.  
 “Morning, Rhode Island,” she said with a sleepy smile. 
 “Morning, New Mexico,” I said, stroking her dark hair.  
 Eventually, we untangled ourselves and rose from the sofa, pulling on strewn pieces of 
clothing from the night before. Iris walked into the kitchen.  
 “Coffee?” she asked, and I nodded.  
 We took our mugs onto the back porch, sitting on a pair of chairs and sipping the 
steaming liquid as the sun rose higher in the sky, warming the earth. A cool breeze floated by, 
swishing the scraggly bushes of her backyard and making the metal wind chimes hanging above 
us sing. I loved New Mexico in the morning. The coolness in the air before the heat of the day 
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begins, the smell of the earth, slightly damp from the night, the rustling and chirping sounds of 
the desert waking up. Today especially, it felt like the calm before the storm.  
 “I wish I could stay here all day,” I said.  
 “Then stay,” Iris responded. “We can go to the Georgia O’Keeffe museum. Or drive up 
the highway into the mountains. It’s green there, lots of trees. You would love it.”  
  God, I was tempted. I was dreading seeing Oliver. How nice it would be to run away and 
never come back. But, life isn’t that easy.  
 “I can’t today,” I said with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I need to go back to Bernalillo.”  
 Iris nodded and smiled. “Next time, then.”  
 We stood, lingering on the patio for a minute longer as the sun continued to rise. She 
reached out and took my hand, gently pulling me into her and brushing her lips against mine.  
 I could still feel her lips on me all the way back to Bernalillo. Could still feel the warmth 
of her body against mine, the fluttering of kisses down my neck as the highway back home 
stretched out before me, long, the desert mountains looming in the distance.  
 I could feel the magic of the night before wearing off as I signaled for my exit into town. 
What was I going to tell Oliver? Would I tell him anything at all?  
 I imagined, for a moment, what could be. Go home to Bernalillo, give Oliver a kiss and 
ask him how the book is going. Try not to think about her when he’s on top of me, pressing 
inside of me painfully until he finishes, leaving me as empty as when he began. Find a new 
market, a new booth, a new city. Pretend nothing happened. Forget about her. Get married, have 
babies, become an art teacher instead of an artist. Settle for stability instead of spontaneity, 
absolutes instead of adventures. Live a long life with Oliver by my side.  
 But I felt I was too selfish to sacrifice the rest of my life for Oliver’s sake.  
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  I pulled into the driveway, my heart in my throat. Maybe I wouldn’t even need to tell 
him. One look at my face and he would know, would be able to see her all over me. I walked to 
the house, the dust of the desert suffocating me with every step.  
 Inside, Oliver sat at the kitchen table, book in hand, exactly the same as I’d left him the 
day before. How could that be possible when everything had changed?  
 The door shut behind me, and he broke away from the book. 
 “Anna!” he said with a too-big smile.  
 “Hey, babe, I’m sorry I’m back so late,” I started. 
 “It’s fine, all good, no worries,” he said, his voice a little strained.  
 The air was heavy, threatening to bury me in my own mistakes.  
 “Listen, I need to talk—” I began. 
 “Do you want to go for a drive?” he interrupted.   
 I nodded, air and the dust blocking my words.  
 We cruised down the highway, headed nowhere in particular, the black asphalt sparkling 
in the sunlight and expanses of desert stretching out on either side of us towards the edge of the 
sky, pockets of scraggly shrubs and prickly pears dotting the landscape.  
 “Where are we going?” I finally asked after thirty minutes of silence.  
 “It’s a surprise,” he said with a grin. 
 I was quiet, and maybe he sensed my hesitation, because a minute later he sighed, letting 
the grin slide off his face.  
 “Look, Anna, I owe you an apology.” 
 Startled, my head snapped over to look at him.  
He bit his lip, a nervous habit of his that I used to find endearing.  
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 “I know I’ve been a little work-obsessed lately, and that sucks. I mean, you moved all the 
way out here, no job or anything, and you’ve had to just sit around while I’m out there living my 
dream. I haven’t been supporting you and I haven’t been paying enough attention to you. So, I 
wanted to make it up to you.”  
 With that, he turned onto an unpaved, dusty road that curved through the desert fields and 
towards the mountains. The car rattled over the gravel for a few miles before we finally slowed 
to a stop before a wooden sign that read “Rio Grande Nature Walk.”  
 Looking out beyond the sign, little dots of yellow covered the field, a carpet of color 
against the desert ground, and the mountains rose up purple in front of the clear blue sky. A 
small dusty trail carved through the field, and Oliver motioned me forward.  
 “If we follow this trail, we will eventually reach the Rio Grande.”  
 “This trail goes all the way to Mexico?”  
 “Well, no. The Rio Grande isn’t just in Mexico, you know.”  
 I didn’t. Thanks a lot, high school geography.  
 “The section through New Mexico is usually dried up during the summer, but I thought it 
would be a fun little hike. I read about it in one of the travel pamphlets from the Motel 6.”  
 “I’m not exactly dressed for a hike, babe,” I said, gesturing down at my flimsy sandals. It 
was just like Oliver to plan something like this without considering how I felt about it.  
 He went to the trunk of the car and retrieved a black hiking backpack, pulling out my 
gray and turquoise sneakers and a pair of purple socks.  
 “When did you have time to pack?” I asked.  
 “I told you, I’m making things up to you. Can’t have blisters ruining the day.”  
 I pulled the sneakers on with chagrin. It was just like Oliver to think of everything.  
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 Minutes later, we set off on the little winding trail through the brittle desert grass, little 
clouds of dust puffing up at our feet. Up close, I could see little purple flowers blooming on the 
prickly pears, and the yellow dots were meadows of poppies. Who knew that there could be so 
much life in the desert? A gust of wind blew, and goosebumps prickled on my arms despite the 
heat of the day.  
 Oliver, there’s something I need to tell you. I met someone else. I can’t explain why I did 
it. I know I shouldn’t have. I can’t say that it didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry.  
 Oliver, can I say something? I think we need some time apart. I’ve been with the same 
person for so long, and I just need a chance to be Anna. Not Anna and Oliver. Just Anna.  
Oliver, I need to talk to you. I don’t want to be with you anymore. I’m sorry.  
There were no good words to say what I needed to say to him. I just needed to do it.  
I stopped in the middle of the trail and looked up, opening my mouth to speak the words 
that were so desperately trying to escape. But Oliver wasn’t there. Looking forward, I saw that 
he was twenty yards ahead. How did he get so far away without me noticing?  
“Anna!” he called, motioning me forward.  
I jogged ahead, unsaid words pounding in my chest.  
“Oliver,” I said, panting slightly. My lungs still weren’t used to the thinner air of the 
southwest. “I need…”  
“Look,” he interrupted. “It’s the Rio Grande.”  
Right in front of us, a sandy riverbed lay barren. A few scattered puddles sat stagnant, 
small trickles of water connecting them, ghosts of the flowing river. I could almost hear the 
rushing of water in the air, carried by the wind. I looked at Oliver, his hair plastered to his 
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forehead with sweat and red splotches on his cheeks. Our river was dried up too, nothing left but 
a few puddles. Maybe it was nobody’s fault. Maybe everything turns to dust eventually.   
But that was bullshit. It was my fault and I knew it.  
“Oliver, I need to talk to you.”  
“Wait,” he said. “Me first.”   
Can’t you see her all over me? Can’t you see the guilt seeping from my pores?  
“Anna,” he started. “I know things haven’t been perfect recently. But we’ve been through 
ups and downs, and we always come out stronger. Taking this next step with you has made me 
think about what I want for my future, and Anna, it’s all you.”  
 He sunk down onto one knee, pulling a small, black velvet box from his pocket.  
 “Anna Leigh Richards, will you marry me?”  
 A white diamond sparkled atop a golden band under the desert sun. I could feel the entire 
desert holding its breath, waiting for me to answer. My breathing grew shallow as I willed the 
dust to swallow me up and bury me alive. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. 
 Oliver looked up at me, a hopeful smile tugging on his lips. His eyes shone with the same 
excitement he had on our first date, all those years ago. He took me to Mulligan’s Island, a 
rapidly-deteriorating mini-golf park with a fake volcano at the eighteenth hole that steamed and 
roared when you hit the ball in. The attendant clerk pretended not to notice the purse full of Bud 
Lights that I snuck in, and we sat under that volcano for hours drinking shitty beer and talking 
about art. At a quarter to midnight, he’d drunkenly bet me that if he could make a hole in one, 
he’d get to kiss me. He missed, but I kissed him anyway.  
 I did love him, once. But that version of me felt distant, further past than I had even 
realized until now. I didn’t know what this new Anna wanted. But I knew it wasn’t Oliver.  
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 The words gathered in my throat, pushing past my tongue and out of my mouth, bursting 
into the dusty air. 
 “I can’t.”  
 The smile slid off his face, brows furrowing.  
 “I don’t understand,” he said flatly. “Don’t you love me?”  
 “Oliver, I—”  
 “Don’t you love me?”  
 I could feel tears stinging in my eyes, and I willed them not to come. I did this to myself.  
 “No,” I said, my voice cracking.  
 I could see in his eyes the way that one little syllable shattered him fully. It shattered me, 
too, cut through me and ripped me up from the inside out.  
 “You don’t love me.”  
 “I do, Oliver. But I don’t love you the way I used to. I don’t love you the way you need 
me to. I can’t say yes. I’m sorry.”  
 He lurched up from the ground, stuffing the box back in his pocket. Brown dust covered 
his knee where it had met the desert below. He shook his head, running his hands roughly 
through his hair.  
 “Anna, this doesn’t make any sense. We’ve been together four years. We live together. 
We moved cross-country together. And now you’ve decided you don’t love me anymore?”  
 “I’ve changed, Oliver. I’m not the Anna who fell in love with you all those years ago 
anymore. I’m different. For so long, I’ve been one half of a whole. Anna & Oliver. But I need to 
know who I am on my own. I need time to discover who this new Anna is.” 
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 “I know who you are. You’re my Anna. You love the smell of the rain and you’ve missed 
it since we left Rhode Island. You sing in the shower and make the best blueberry pancakes I’ve 
ever had. You might be lonely right now, but you’re still you. You’re still my Anna.”  
“I’m sorry, Oliver. I never wanted to hurt you like this.” 
 “Is there someone else?”  
 “That’s not why I’m doing this.” 
 “So there is someone else.” 
 I sighed, one part frustration and one part guilt.  
 “Yes. I met someone. But the things between us, all of this, it started a long time ago.”  
 “Do you love him?”  
 “It’s not about them, Oliver. There are entire parts of me that I’m just now discovering. I 
need to take time to be alone and figure out who I am, what I want. And I can’t do that if I stay 
with the same person I’ve been with since I was eighteen. I’m sorry. I need to do this.”  
 He shook his head bitterly. “This isn’t how today was supposed to go.”  
 “I know.”  
 I walked towards him, wrapping my arms around his waist. He hugged me tight, our 
bodies pressing together familiarly. Hot tears dripped against my shoulder, quickly unleashing 
my own. We stood there together for what felt like an eternity, my head against his chest, two 
people grieving while the silent desert watched, the shadow of a dried-up river at our sides.  
***  
 Months later, I was living in my own little apartment in the heart of Santa Fe. I lived with 
three other twentysomethings, so things were crowded, but rent was cheap. I still went to the 
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farmers’ market on the weekends, still spent time with Iris. But since that first night, we’d been 
taking it slow.. What I’d told Oliver was true. I needed time to focus on myself. 
 One day, I saw a brown paper package sitting on the front stoop. In beautiful calligraphy, 
it read “For Anna.” There was no postage or return address. It had been hand-delivered. 
 I brought the package inside, and gingerly unwrapped the brown paper.  
 Inside, a colorful quilt square sat on top of a bed of tissue paper. Geometric triangles and 
diamonds collided, earthy greens and blues intermingling with hot yellows and oranges. In the 
center of the square, two stitched people stood side by side, collaged out of tiny scraps of fabric. 
Deep purple mountains rose up behind them, a yellow orb with streaming orange rays hung 
above their heads. I ran my fingers across the square, feeling the ridges of each different cut of 
fabric and of each individual stitch, feeling the way the different pieces of fabric came together 
to form our story. Quilts are funny like that. They can put broken pieces back together again.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
